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      Mike knelt at the bottom of a slide, his hands on the cool metal. The hot summer day had been chased off by a sudden thunderstorm summoned by the dragon Quetzalli, who sat in human form on a nearby swing. The playground was empty now, save for Mike’s family. At the top of a slide, a young boy of about seven stood nervously eyeing the slide.

      “C’mon, Callisto, you can do it. It’s actually a lot of fun.”

      His son shook his head nervously, causing lanky hair to blow across his face in the breeze. “It’s too scary, and I’m too high!”

      “C’mon, you should try it.” Mike patted the slide again. “That bracelet Ratu gave you will only last another hour, and then you’ll have to wait for her to recharge it.”

      Callisto held up his wrist to look at the bracelet. What appeared to be a simple slap bracelet was in fact a magical device that the naga Ratu had crafted to grant Callisto a human form. The boy was actually a centaur, and had spent the past year espousing interest in learning how to walk on two legs and spend time in the human realm. Over a month had been spent planning this outing, and other than climbing to the top of the playground and freezing in place by the slide, the centaur had done nothing else.

      In truth, the bracelet wouldn’t have worked if Callisto hadn’t accidentally shape-shifted into a human close to his first birthday. It had scared the shit out of Zel, his mother, and the rest of the herd. It wasn’t something he could control, and Ratu thought it was leftover magic from the time Mike had knocked Zel up while she was in a humanlike form. Like his mother at the time, Callisto had humanlike legs with horsehair and toes that were pinched together like hooves, which was why he wore long pants even though it was summer. His shoes were custom enchanted to look like sneakers. The tail that had been pulled through the back of his pants was a dead giveaway that he wasn’t quite human.

      His half sister, Grace, emerged from beneath the slide, her hair dangling as she clung to the bottom of the metallic surface with eight slender spider legs. She scowled at her brother and tapped on the metal sheet hard enough that she put a divot in it.

      “Even your sister wants you to go.” Mike looked at his daughter. “And you need to fix your skirt if you’re going to climb upside down like that, young lady.”

      Grace bared her fangs at her father and slunk back into the shadows beneath the slide. He was happy to see that she used the Velcro on the front of her skirt to reattach it to her legs. Just because she was an arachne didn’t mean she could go around showing everyone her underwear. Her aunt Eulalie was already talking about making her wear shorts all the time.

      If anyone was in the park, the sight of Grace would have terrified them to the core. Her lower body was that of an orb weaver spider, but she was still small enough that if she crouched, she could pull her skirt over her legs and pass for a normal child in public as long as she kept her additional eyes hidden behind her bangs. They had brought her to the park in a wagon through a magical tree portal, right after Quetzalli had gone ahead and summoned enough thunder and lightning to scare away anyone lingering around. Abella and Mike had scoured the area to make sure it was empty first, and then a perimeter of magical wards had been established around the entire park. If anybody wandered in, Mike would know.

      Taking them beyond the protective boundaries of his magical home was a huge risk. After much discussion among the adults, it had been Eulalie who was their biggest advocate. As an arachne who had spent her entire life locked away from the outside world, she was worried the disconnect would create a line of “us versus them” in the children. The last thing Mike wanted was for his kids to fear the world he had grown up in.

      “Try sitting on your butt first.” Mike patted his own behind for his son’s benefit. “You know, that gross thing under your tail.”

      This made Callisto smirk. Even though he was a centaur and they pooped openly, there was something about human butts that often put the kid in hysterics. It must be a universal thing.

      Callisto carefully sat near the edge of the slide, his fingers gripping the edges tightly. Tentatively, he slid forward, his fingers squeaking against the metal. Once his whole body was on the slide, Grace popped over the side and bit her brother’s fingers, causing him to release his grip on the sides and slide down screaming.

      Mike caught Callisto at the bottom just as Grace disappeared back under the slide. “You did it!” he cried with excitement, lifting his son and hugging him tight. Callisto was stuck somewhere between joy and terror, so Mike set him on the ground and held up his hands. “High five, bud!”

      The centaur gave him a high five, then looked down at his fingers. There were little red marks but no punctures. Mike put his hands on his hips and walked over to where the slide and playground connected.

      “Gracelynn Penelope Radley, what have I said about biting your brother?” He peered under the slide and saw that she was crouched upside down beneath it. The arachne hissed at him from her hiding spot.

      Mike tilted his head to one side and frowned at her, unafraid. Eventually, Grace pouted and held her arms out for him. He helped her down, and she moved over next to her brother and butted her head gently against his chest.

      Callisto hugged his sister. The two of them were close, despite their differences. Lily often referred to them as the Leg Brigade. The two of them were inseparable whenever Callisto came to the house for a visit, and it wasn’t uncommon to hear Callisto’s hooves on the hardwood floors as they chased each other around. Tink had even made him special rubber hoof covers to keep him from slipping and damaging the hardwood floors.

      Mike walked with both of them over to the teeter-totter and showed them how it worked. Callisto asked a bunch of questions, but Grace remained silent. At eighteen months, she was nonverbal, which wasn’t that uncommon among arachne. Her aunt Eulalie didn’t have a whole lot of information to go off, but apparently Grace’s mother, Velvet, had been the same way as a child.

      As Callisto and Grace bounced up and down on the teeter-totter, Mike smiled. Shortly after Grace’s hatching, Callisto had become insanely curious about his little sister. However, his strange fear of Mike had prevented the two of them from playing together. It had become clear to Mike that Callisto saw the world in a very different way from anyone else, one that nobody quite understood yet. Playdates between siblings had slowly turned into special father-son moments that helped bridge the gap between them. Mike had asked Callisto once about why he used to be scared, and the boy had simply shrugged and said it didn’t matter because he didn’t remember why anymore.

      The trees rustled above Mike, though there wasn’t any wind. He tilted his head to listen. Trees didn’t often use words, but the ones in the park had grown up around humans and could sometimes speak in stilted sentences rather than stray thoughts and feelings. Words and images entered his mind, and his brain worked overtime to decipher them.

      Someone had entered the park. There were at least three people, and they were headed directly for the playground. Mike frowned, realizing that whoever was coming had bypassed the protective wards he had helped place. That meant trouble.

      “We have company.” He frowned at his children, then looked at Quetzalli. The dragon was already sliding an enchanted napkin ring over her horn, which rendered it invisible. Abella emerged from the trees, her wings wrapped around her body like a cloak. She cocked her head to one side.

      “I can hear four of them,” she said. “What do you want me to do?”

      “If they bypassed the wards, they know we’re here already.” He bit his lip and looked at the kids. “Take Grace.”

      “Come, hatchling.” Abella opened up her wings, revealing the stone body beneath. Grace was unnervingly quick, crossing the playground in seconds and leaping onto Abella’s body. She wrapped her wings around the child and moved back into the trees, becoming motionless. To a casual observer, she was nothing more than a statue, the arachne hidden from view.

      Callisto looked up at Mike.

      “Where do I hide?” he whispered, tucking his tail down the back of his pants.

      “Nowhere.” Mike knelt and ruffled his son’s hair. “You’re safe here with me. If something happens, you know what to do.”

      Callisto nodded, fingering the bracelet on his wrist. He wasn’t a stranger to the odd happenings at the Radley house. Typically, the danger was fairly minimal, and it wasn’t any different here. If a fight broke out, he had plenty of aunts to run to as a safety net.

      Mike sent a mental note to his familiar, Kisa, at the house. He felt her mind touch his, and then she was gone. Help was already on the way.

      Three men and a woman appeared through the trees, all of them wearing business suits and looking like Secret Service agents. Two of the men wore slightly longer coats and had protective auras about them. He immediately suspected that they were Knights of the Order. The Order was an international organization dedicated to keeping the boundaries between the magical and nonmagical worlds intact. Other than Cyrus, a retired mage, Mike had never dealt with any of them.

      “Mike Radley.” The blonde woman leading the group gave him a friendly wave, unaware that he could see her soul. It typically manifested as a fractal in most people, and he had learned how to read the shifting colors within to some degree. Right now, he saw deception with a healthy dose of caution. This was a woman who was ready to cause trouble if she needed to.

      “Who?” he asked, playing dumb.

      “I’m not here to do this dance with you.” She took off her sunglasses, revealing a pair of emerald-green eyes that glowed. He could see the magic in her soul, slithering between the moving shapes like an ethereal serpent. This woman had some serious magical chops, and she clearly wasn’t afraid to show it. “My name is Ingrid. I’m here regarding one of your properties.”

      Now this was a surprise. It had been well over a year since someone had hassled him about the properties he owned. There was a giant patch of land in Oregon that had become a refuge for Native American mythical beings. Some land developers there had tried driving him out by building near his land, not realizing that Bigfoot had zero qualms about dismantling their machinery.

      Then there was the castle in Ireland, but his only attempt to visit it had been disastrous. He used to get offers to buy it regularly until Eulalie had wiped its existence from the internet. Not an easy thing to do, but the arachne was a master coder. Now if someone looked it up by name, they got sent to a fake website that tried to sell them time-shares.

      There was also a forest in the caldera of a dead volcano in Hawaii. Mike hadn’t visited it yet but only because there was no easy way to get there. He had sent Beth some time ago to check it out, but between the landscape, the locals, and the superthick vegetation, there was no easy way up the mountain without hiring a guide. Typically, he used portals that magical rats could chew to travel long distances, but the exit had to be inside a structure they knew about.

      “I’m afraid all inquiries regarding my properties need to go through my attorney.”

      Ingrid held up a manila folder. “Mr. Radley, this is a matter of some importance. I represent an organization whose sole purpose is to protect the mythical creatures of this world from, well, humans.”

      “Huh. I can’t believe you guys openly admitted mythical creatures exist.” Mike studied the woman and her companions. He knew more about them than they were willing to let on. Their sole purpose wasn’t protecting cryptids but maintaining the order between the magical and nonmagical realm by whatever means necessary. “I kind of figured you would give me the runaround and talk about weather balloons or politics.”

      “We’ve been watching you for some time now. We are aware of the mythical beings living in your home and felt it was prudent to be honest. That, and the storm earlier was definitely a magical anomaly, so why waste time beating around the bush? We call ourselves the Order.” Ingrid shook the folder. “Would you please look at these?”

      He scowled at her, then reached for the envelope. If they were going to attack, his magic would warn him first. “We don’t have a problem, do we?”

      “With you? No.” Ingrid shook her head. “Our main purpose is to maintain peace and secrecy. Based on our research, this is the first time you’ve left your property since moving in almost three years ago. You only ended up on our radar due to a local investigation.”

      “What sort of investigation?” He took the envelope from Ingrid and undid the string holding it shut.

      “Local cabal of witches were digging into your affairs, but they blew themselves up. That’s where we found notes and things about your home and its previous owner, a woman named Emily.” Ingrid looked down at Callisto. “Is this your son? He looks just like you.”

      Mike pretended to be more interested in the contents of the envelope than Ingrid’s question. Callisto already knew better than to answer—his mother, Zel, had drilled it into him that he was never to speak to someone outside the house without permission first. The only outsider he ever got to chat with was Cyrus, and it was on strict orders to be friendly and never mention his sister. Cyrus was still under the impression that he had killed Grace’s grandmother decades ago, and for good reason. If the man ever learned that he had failed to wipe out the last arachne, he would probably lose his mind.

      Mike pulled a handful of photographs out of the envelope and frowned. “This seems a little dramatic. Why not just send me an email or something?”

      Ingrid shook her head. “I can’t say much, other than someone has been monitoring our systems. You are an unknown quantity, Mr. Radley, and we would rather you stay that way.”

      “I see.” It was the first thing she had said that he could truly agree with. Quetzalli moved up by his side, sliding her arm around his.

      “Are you Mrs. Radley?” Ingrid asked.

      Quetzalli smiled and shook her head. “I’m afraid not. Mrs. Radley is at home. I’m just helping out today.”

      The pictures had been taken with a drone and were in black and white. Mike wondered about the lack of color until he saw a label in the corner that said “infrared imaging.” The first image was of a road that was torn apart by a mudslide. The next few photographs were buildings that had been hollowed out by fire. He had been handing them down to Callisto, who studied them with intense interest.

      “Don’t show him the last couple,” muttered Ingrid. “It may be upsetting.”

      Mike didn’t quite understand why when he got to them. It took him a moment to put together what he was seeing, a beach covered in men and women lying in the sand. However, instead of legs, they all had beautiful fins, and they were scattered about as if lounging. Finally, he spotted it. Several of them were staring at the sky, eyes wide and slack-jawed. These were merfolk, dozens of them. They were dead.

      “What caused this?” he asked, looking up at Ingrid. Quetzalli was staring at the images, her fingers now digging into his arm.

      “We don’t know. However, we do know that whatever did this came from a piece of land you own, then returned there when finished.” Ingrid tilted her head to one side. “The Order is prepared to buy the land from you so we can go in and investigate. We’ve spent the last month trying to access the land and think that whatever is keeping us out is similar to the geas on your home. We assume a transfer in ownership will allow us unrestricted access to investigate.”

      This made him smirk. Nothing was similar to the geas on his home, not anymore. “Well, it’s not for sale, no matter how many zeros are on the end of that number.”

      “I’m afraid we need to act on this, one way or another. We are responsible for the safety of the merfolk colonies throughout the islands, and this is a tragedy we never want to see again.” She pulled another manila envelope from her inner coat pocket and handed it over. “Inside this is a monetary offer and all the paperwork required to seal the deal today. This is the carrot, Mike Radley, and a rather generous one. I would like to warn you that you won’t like the stick.”

      “My dad’s not afraid of you,” Callisto said.

      “Maybe he should be.” This was from one of Ingrid’s lackeys. The man fixed Callisto with a hard stare, but the child yawned, suddenly disinterested in the conversation. It was also possible that Callisto hoped Mike would forget he had spoken to a stranger.

      “Cal, can you go play with Aunt Que for a moment?” Mike watched as Quetzalli escorted Callisto over to the monkey bars, then turned back to Ingrid. “So let’s cut the bullshit. You’re here for my land and intend to either buy it from me or take it.”

      Ingrid nodded. “I think you understand the situation rather well.”

      “Well, for reasons I can’t go into, I’m not going to sell it. And you can’t really take it either.” He held up his hands defensively as her lackey folded his coat back to reveal a knife in his belt. “This isn’t a tough guy thing, I promise. It’s complicated.”

      “Explain it to me.” Ingrid’s eyes were suddenly hard.

      “Magically complicated. If I could, I would.” This was only partially true, but they were outsiders and didn’t need to know his life story. “But what I can tell you is that I have a duty to the land and whatever resides there. So instead of all this talk about the stick and carrot, how about secret option three? I go out there and help you figure out what’s going on, then we put it right together. Your colonies stay protected, I get to keep my land, and your higher-ups can spend the money they saved on Bigfoot spray.”

      Ingrid frowned. “I’m not sure that would work.”

      He shrugged. “Either way, might want to run it by your bosses. But you should know that I’m involved now. I intend to investigate the problem and solve it, with or without you.”

      “And you think someone like you can fix it?” Her lackey was giving him a hard stare now.

      “Of course I can. After all…” Mike sent a pulse of magic into a nearby tree, which started a chain reaction with the surrounding vegetation. The Order looked around in confusion, obviously sensing the magic but unable to track it. Despite a complete lack of wind, the branches of the trees shook dramatically, causing leaves to fall around the group. As the leaves fell, Mike used his mastery of electrical fields to spin them into tiny tornados that danced across the playground. Callisto clapped his hands in delight as the leaves were carried up into the air, creating a whirling fountain of green. Up above, thunder rumbled in the clouds, most likely summoned by Quetzalli.

      “I am the Caretaker,” Mike finished. The leaves tumbled down around them, forming a circle. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I promised I would push my kid on the swings before we left.”

      The Order stood there for several long moments, the men looking at Ingrid. She tilted her head as if listening to something, then nodded in Mike’s direction.

      “We’ll be in touch,” she said, then turned on her heels and left, taking her minions with her.

      ---

      Ingrid sat in the back of the van, her eyes on the electronic tablet in her hands. It showed a dossier that had been assembled on Michael Radley, now complete with a picture taken from a secret camera Wallace had been holding.

      After leaving the park, they had plugged directions into the GPS for a retired mage who lived in the area. They had wanted to bring him on board ahead of time, but directives from the top had been very strict. They would make no further moves until contact had been established with Radley. Her people had staked out the Radley estate for over a month now, waiting for the man to finally emerge.

      “So what are you thinking?” In the seat across from her, Wallace was busy looking through a tablet of his own. The interior of the van was modified to allow the passengers to face one another. It was more of a mobile command center than anything else, but it did have a minibar stocked with snacks and beverages.

      “Hard to say. I’m more interested in the woman who was with him and the boy.” She flipped to the pages they had marked Cal and Aunt Que. “I imagine the woman is probably a cryptid. There’s definitely something otherworldly about her. According to the few notes we have, her profile doesn’t match up with anything that lived in that house.”

      “Hmm.” Wallace looked up from his tablet. “She seemed older, and she’s the boy’s aunt. That implies she’s related to the boy’s mother.”

      “And yet they look nothing alike. So unless the man adopted, he knocked someone up.” She double-checked Radley’s history. “But he’s way too old for the math to work.”

      “Which means that he is either adopted and potentially a cryptid or a half-breed.” Wallace marked something on his own tablet with a finger. “Half-breed makes the most sense to me. Definite familial resemblance.”

      “Agreed. Depending on what he bred with, we may be facing a massive violation of nonbreeding ordinances.”

      “However, he is in protected territory. No exposure to normals. As long as this kid doesn’t get out and cause trouble, we don’t have any right to move on him.” Wallace smirked. “The guy has been getting dirty with monsters. Who would have thought?”

      “Sex with monsters isn’t a crime,” Ingrid said. “But it really should be.”

      “Eh.” Wallace shrugged. “Monster is such a general term. Boning a vampire is way different from boning the Loch Ness Monster. Crosses a few extra lines.”

      “Not as far as I’m concerned.” Ingrid had been with the Order since childhood. She had been the sole survivor of a plane crash on a family trip when she was nine. It was a small plane, capable of sitting ten, and her family had purchased all the seats. An undiscovered flock of drakes had attacked the plane midflight, and after the plane went down, she had successfully hidden from them until the mysterious Order had arrived to save her. There was a thin line separating the real world from the magical one, and she was determined to destroy anything that dared to cross it.

      “Estimated threat level?” Wallace raised an eyebrow. “Potential telekinesis, though it seemed like he was manipulating nearby trees. I felt all the hair on my arms stick up, so electrical fields, perhaps?”

      Threat levels were a simplified way of looking at any potential target and knowing what measure of response was needed. Nixies and other fairy pests were considered tier 5 threats—they existed but rarely accomplished anything beyond being a nuisance. Rookies were often sent out to dispatch tier 5 threats to work on their own teamwork, or as punishment. Some of the level 5s were, frankly, annoying.

      A tier 4 threat was something that could use magic and was intelligent or capable enough to do serious harm. A hedge witch might reach tier 4 if she knew the right spells to seriously hurt another. Typically, magical creatures in the tier 4 category were left alone, because they really only struck out in self-defense.

      “I’d put him at tier 4,” she replied.

      “His son thinks otherwise.” Wallace grinned. “He’d probably be embarrassed to know that his dad barely makes our list at all. If not for the cute little leaf show, I don’t know that he’d even pass 5.”

      “I don’t give a shit what his kid thinks. Based on what we saw, the worst thing that guy has ever been through is a bad hair day and some chafing.” She thought back to that ridiculous pose he had struck. It had been the act of a carefree individual, a man without a care in the world.

      “Are we talking about the same person?” Wallace tapped his tablet, flipping back through pages. “Did you even read his psych evaluation?”

      “Several times. Let’s just say money apparently does buy happiness.” She groaned. “Please tell me you got a ping on that ridiculous title of his.”

      Wallace shook his head. “Even in our library, the word Caretaker is pretty innocuous. Could be something he made up himself.”

      “Damn.” She pushed the hair away from her eyes and sighed. The director had been very adamant about how she was to approach Mike Radley, but she could feel that something was off. The man was supposed to be dangerous, and there hadn’t been any intel about children. Cal’s presence had made her own approach far softer than intended, and now she regretted even agreeing to speak with him again about the property in Hawaii. However, the director had been listening in on their encounter with Mike through her earpiece. At Mike’s offer of assistance, the director had practically shouted for her to accept. “Are we there yet?”

      “Almost.” Wallace looked out the window. “So we’re pulling old man Cyrus back into the game?”

      “Out of necessity, yes.” Master Cyrus had been one of the best mages the Order had ever seen, but his last mission had been an absolute disaster. His entire team had been killed, save for one of his Knights. The whole thing had involved a succubus, a dragon man, and rumors surrounding a blonde-haired witch who couldn’t be killed. “But he knows we’re coming.”

      “Kind of convenient that he is so close by. Coincidence?”

      Ingrid snorted. “You really think an old-school mage like him would be hanging around a place like the Radley estate without checking in with us?”

      “Yeah. Guess you’re right.” Wallace looked at his tablet again. “Speaking of the improbable, do you really think Mike is hiding a class 1 artifact in his house?”

      “Like the grimoire of Morgan le Faye? Doubt it.” While cryptids and magic users had tiers, magical items had classes. The levels were similar, and anything with 1 attached was either under lock and key with the Order or had been destroyed. There were tier 1 threats out there that the Order hadn’t gotten rid of yet, but those were not for lack of trying. For example, there was a creature in the Berkeley Pit that they kept locked away from the public. If they knew how to get rid of it, they would have already. “You think a man who could change the world with Words of Creation would be messing around with his kid at the park?”

      “Fair.” Wallace fell silent, his gray eyes focused on the scenery outside. The man had been Ingrid’s partner for almost twenty years and seemed to have a supernatural talent for knowing when she needed to be alone with her thoughts.

      The van pulled up outside an apartment complex. Blake and Bradford, who were brothers, got out and opened the side door for Ingrid. She got out first, then waited for Wallace.

      “Sword got stuck in the seatbelt,” he muttered, sliding his weapon back into its sheath. “Sorry.”

      “Why even bother with a seatbelt? You have wards.” Ingrid rolled her eyes and walked up the stairs. An elderly resident came out of her home, saw the four of them, and promptly went back inside, muttering something about men in black. It wasn’t an entirely bad assumption, considering how much time and energy the Order had put into perpetuating the myth.

      The Order had been hiding in plain sight for centuries now. Often, if someone shared a conspiracy theory involving aliens, lizard people, or phantom lights in the sky, the Order was involved. It was far easier to let the wackier theories gobble up any specific details about their activities. Nobody wanted to believe that the UFO they saw was a fairy cluster lost during migration, or that the lizard people were a newly discovered warren of kobolds. Sometimes, the story became so wild that the Order had people who actively promoted the tale just to further discredit the source.

      Walking toward their destination, Ingrid marveled at all the wards that Cyrus had laid out. He had been surprisingly thorough—if they had been a hit squad, at least one of them would be dead already. This was a man who had prepared for the worst, which was good, all things considered.

      She had worked with Cyrus a few times several years back and had a massive amount of respect for the man. Things inside the Order had changed rapidly in the last eighteen months. Something was hunting down their older members, retired or otherwise, and the loss had been staggering. Hundreds of years of collective knowledge and experience had been lost already, and the collateral damage meant pulling trainees up early just to meet staffing demands. It was clear that Cyrus had made preparations in case he became a target, and she wondered if things would look different in the hallway if he hadn’t known they were coming.

      Looking over her shoulder at the men under her command, she frowned. The Order was being stretched thin. She often wondered if that had been the intent.

      The old mage opened his door long before they could knock, revealing a thin man with a stern jaw. His face was pockmarked with scars, and his hair had gone completely white.

      “Brothers. Sister.” He stepped away from the door. It was a small apartment with a decent view. “Please, come inside.”

      Blake and Bradford took up positions in the kitchen, bringing in a couple of paper bags full of lunch from a nearby cafe. While they put together a meal for everyone, Ingrid sat with Cyrus and showed him the folders on the Radley estate. The whole time the mage dug through the papers, he had a troubled look on his face. He dropped the folders on the table with a sigh and sat back in his recliner.

      “Is everything okay, Master Cyrus?” Wallace leaned forward in his seat, watching the old man intently.

      “I think I’m missing something here. I got a call an hour ago informing me that I’m being reinstated, but this…” He gestured at the paperwork on his coffee table. “This doesn’t seem like a case. What am I missing?”

      Ingrid and Wallace looked at each other.

      “To begin with, the situation in Hawaii is fairly critical. If Radley can get us onto that property, we can figure out how to stop whatever killed off all those merfolk. That was one of the colonies, essentially boiled alive in their homes before they washed up on shore. The monarchy there is in a full-blown panic, and they want answers now.”

      Cyrus winced. “And you think Mike Radley is involved?”

      “Personally? Doubt it.” Ingrid turned to accept a beverage from Blake. Bradford had put sandwiches and chips on a set of plates, which he handed out to everyone. “But he offered to come in and help, and the director was very happy to hear that.”

      “Oh? So does this mean I’m going to dust off my Hawaiian shirt and go with you?” Cyrus scratched at his chin, deep in thought.

      “Well, you were, but not anymore.” Wallace took his sandwich and bit into it.

      “It turns out the director sees this as a way to kill two birds with one stone.” Ingrid tapped a picture of the Radley estate. The place was huge and looked like it would be perfect for hosting weddings and celebrity parties. “He wants to put you on point for an operation here. While Mike is helping us with our problem in Hawaii, you will be running a team here that will be looking into the Radley estate.”

      “Excuse me? Why?” Cyrus was suddenly suspicious. “I understand you’re shorthanded, but why make me stay here and watch a house? And with a whole team? I don’t get it.”

      “This wasn’t the original plan, but the director insisted on these changes. If Mike Radley is coming with us to Hawaii, it provides an unprecedented opportunity to explore the magic surrounding the home and perhaps infiltrate it. Rumors from the higher-ups is that it’s a treasure trove of magic, and we don’t want that falling into the wrong hands.”

      Cyrus leaned back in his chair, his blue eyes fixed on the opposite wall. He scratched at his beard, then picked absent-mindedly at one of his scars.

      “Will this be a problem?” Wallace asked. “You seem unsettled.”

      “No, not a problem. This seems outside of protocol is all. If there’s no evidence of magical malfeasance, it almost sounds like we’re planning to steal from this man.”

      “We are.” Bradford chuckled from the kitchen. “You’ve been out of the game. Some things have changed. It’s no longer about maintaining the balance, because our side is losing. Something or someone out there is trying to tip the scales, so now we need to be proactive.”

      “Wait a second.” Cyrus picked up the folders in front of him and looked at the devastation from Hawaii. “Your mission is to figure out what caused this and get rid of it, right?”

      Wallace and Ingrid exchanged a look.

      “Or turn it into an asset if we can,” Wallace admitted.

      “What Bradford said is true, Master Cyrus. The Order is looking for weapons. Whatever did this is a potential weapon. Since Mike wants to complicate things and call himself the Caretaker, well…while the cat is away…” Ingrid let the saying hang.

      Cyrus scowled at the folder for a good minute, his features suddenly hard. “When the farmer knows his cat is gone, he lays traps.”

      “We’re smarter than mice,” Bradford offered.

      Cyrus looked at the men in his kitchen and sighed. “I used to think the same way. But then one day you realize you’ve never been more than food waiting to happen.”

      “If you can’t do this, I’ll let you tell the director yourself.” Ingrid crossed her arms. “You are needed, Master Cyrus. Being part of the Order is a calling, you taught me that once. Why the sudden hesitation?”

      “It’s because…” Cyrus sighed and rubbed his face. “I had finally adjusted to my retirement, that’s all. I am an old man, and even the director knows that old men get stuck in their ways. But if you want me to help you with the Radley house, well…let’s just say I’m the right man for the job.”

      “Good.” Ingrid picked up her sandwich. “Let’s talk about your new team.”

      ---

      After the people from the Order left, Kisa appeared with Yuki in tow. Once Mike explained that everything was fine and nobody needed to be killed, they put Grace back in the wagon and headed home.

      Walking between the stone lions guarding the metal gate to his home, Mike paused long enough to pat the stone foundation of the fence. He could feel the magic humming inside as if it was an extension of himself. The lion above made a rumbling sound that sounded like rocks being tumbled, but remained perfectly still.

      On their way up the long driveway, Tink came out of the house, fury in her yellow eyes. As the goblin approached, everyone scattered, leaving Mike alone next to the wagon with Grace inside.

      “Hey, Tink, I—ow!” The goblin had run up as if to hug him but had bitten his hand instead.

      “Bad husband! Promise Tink no danger!” Her yellow eyes were rimmed with tears as she moved around him and held out her arms. Grace leaped out of the wagon and into Tink’s arms, wrapping her legs around the goblin’s petite frame. She made a happy hissing sound as Tink stroked her hair.

      “Tink take care of baby legs. No more danger!” She blew a raspberry at Mike, an action that was mimicked by his daughter, then the goblin stormed inside with the child.

      In Grace’s first days, an immediate bond had formed between the arachne and the goblin. Mike certainly couldn’t explain it, but Tink was very protective of the child and would sometimes hover in the background when others were playing with her. The playground outing had actually become an argument for her because Tink wanted to go along but couldn’t.

      “Damn, she’s really mad.” Kisa appeared from the nearby bushes and inspected Mike’s hand. “She even broke the skin.”

      “Yeah, it’s fine. I get it.” He looked at his wound and waited a few seconds before wiping the blood away. The puncture marks were already scabbed over. “I’m a little mad at myself, honestly. But to be fair, how were we supposed to predict the Order dropping by for a visit?”

      “You should know to expect the unexpected by now.” She put her arm around his waist and nuzzled her head against his chest. “Speaking of, if Tink was this mad, I expect Zel to be equally so.”

      “Oh shit. Callisto, where are you?”

      His son came out of the bushes, his slap bracelet already removed. Callisto’s centaur body was chestnut-colored and slightly lighter than his hair. He trotted up with a smirk on his face.

      “You’re gonna be in trouble,” he said, stretching the last word out.

      “Yep.” Mike knelt and kissed his son on the forehead. “Even though it wasn’t my fault, those people came looking for me. I think playground trips may have been canceled for a while.”

      Callisto frowned. “I kind of liked the playground,” he admitted. “And leaving the house. The outside world is interesting. I like how there are sidewalks everywhere.”

      “That’s something we can work on later. But I wanted to say I’m proud of how you conducted yourself. You didn’t say anything they could use against us, and you stayed right by my side. Good job.” Mike held up his hand for a high five but groaned when Callisto punched it instead. His son was smart enough to know the difference between a fist bump and a high five, but also knew this drove Mike nuts.

      “I’ll see you later, Dad.” Callisto trotted off toward the gateway that would take him straight back to his herd. It was a small building guarded by centaurs with a portal in the back. The guards bowed to Callisto out of courtesy, and then his son was gone. Yuki and Quetzalli had already gone inside the house. Abella was at her favorite spot on the roof, gazing down at the front gate.

      “If you’re lucky, Zel will wait until tomorrow to chew you out.” Kisa looked up at Mike. “You should probably think about how you’re going to apologize.”

      Mike laughed. “We’ll brainstorm something later. Come on, let’s get some lunch. I already texted Beth. I’m sure she’ll be here in a little bit.”

      Lunch was fairly quiet, other than Grace draining a meat bag with her fangs. The little arachne slurped noisily next to Tink, who was throwing dirty looks around as if daring someone to say something. Mike took care of the dishes, then went to his office. He waved to Death, who was sitting in the library next door. The library used to be a sitting room full of Egyptian artifacts, but after the home’s last expansion, the artifacts looked awkward in the much larger space. They had condensed the artifacts into one corner, turning it into a fancy reading nook, then curated the room’s book collection using recommendations from Sofia. The home Library was large enough that it had a gallery that required a ladder on wheels for access. One of Kisa’s favorite spots was up in a small picture-window bay that overlooked the front yard.

      At his desk, Mike tossed the folder down onto the oak surface. He had scanned the folder thoroughly before bringing it into the house—last time someone had handed him something like this, a fire elemental hidden inside had tried to burn the place down. Spreading the pictures out, he leaned over the desk and studied the images for any sort of clues.

      “Mike?” Quetzalli knocked on the door of the office and walked in. “I was wondering if we could speak?”

      “Of course.” He frowned at the dragon. Everyone in the house knew they could come to him for anything, but Quetzalli looked almost nervous. Considering she was actually a centuries-old storm dragon stuck in human form, it made him anxious knowing she was bothered.

      “It’s about these images.” She moved to the desk and looked at the pictures. “I think I may know what did this.”

      “Really?” He frowned. “Why didn’t you say something sooner?”

      She sighed and sat in one of the nearby chairs. “I definitely wasn’t going to say anything in front of that woman from the Order, but wanted to speak about this privately.”

      “Okay.” She had his full attention now. He moved in front of the desk and leaned against it. “What’s the problem?”

      “Do you remember when we first met? In the fae realm?”

      He nodded with a grin. “I do.”

      Quetzalli had even gone so far as to help him and Beth reach the fae queen’s court, for which her punishment had been transformation into a human. The spell would eventually wear off, but it was going to be decades at least.

      “What did you think of me?”

      “You were magnificent. You still are magnificent, but now you’re just fun-sized.” He winked.

      This made the dragon laugh. “I’m glad you think so. But others do not think as you do. Dragons are a force of nature just as much as they are living beings. They were either worshipped or feared by humans. Once people stopped worshipping us, it was we that learned to fear them.”

      “I’m sorry.” Mike sighed. “People suck, but you know this.”

      “Not all of them. Some of my favorite people live here, you know.” She stood and moved closer to him, her purple eyes sparkling with their own inner light. “And because you’re one of my favorites, I need to tell you something else.”

      “Oh?” He inhaled her scent. She smelled like the world did after a good rain.

      “Not all of us fled. Many stayed behind, though most of them were slain. That’s what happens when the whole world is out to get you. But others remained because they slept through the rise of man.” Quetzalli reached around him for the picture of the landslide. “It’s hard to see at first, but look right here.”

      He followed her finger as she traced it down the page. “I’m not sure what I’m looking at,” he admitted.

      “The hill is sloped this way, but the landslide is at the wrong angle. And this part right here?” She tapped the middle. “It’s very faint, but it’s a groove.”

      “I’m still not sure what you’re saying,” he admitted.

      “The dragons that stayed behind never knew the others left. You see, some of them hibernate for decades or even centuries at a time. I think a dragon did this, one that has been sleeping on the island. And it’s just now starting to wake up.”

      “A dragon?” He looked at the other pictures. “But why go after the merfolk?”

      “They weren’t the target, nothing was. If this was a dragon, it’s been asleep for a very long time.” She put her hand on his chest. “And if we’re lucky, this may have just been an interlude. It got hungry and dropped down to the beach for a quick snack, maybe some fish.”

      “You’re saying it did all this because it was hungry for some midnight sushi?” Mike looked at the pictures again. “If that’s true, then what would happen if it actually woke up?”

      Quetzalli made a face. “That’s just it, Mike. I don’t know. Maybe it’s about to wake up and we need to bring it here. Or perhaps it intends to peacefully sleep for a few more centuries. We’ll figure out what to do once we know. But now? These people, they want you to help. Whatever you decide to do, I trust your judgment. But working with the Order?” She shook her head. “I have a really bad feeling about them.”

      “As you should.” Lily sashayed through the door, her tail whipping from side to side in time with her hips. “Hey there, Romeo.”

      Quetzalli stepped away from Mike, which allowed the succubus to give him a hug.

      “So what are those assholes up to now?” She moved around him and picked up the photograph of dead mermaids. “If it was this, I say we gut them.” A switchblade appeared in her hand, and she mimed stabbing the air.

      Quetzalli looked at Mike expectantly.

      “They want my help with that, actually.” Mike moved next to Quetzalli and took her hand. “And it sounds like I will need your help as well.”

      “Mike wants the dragon’s help. What a shocking development.” Lily smirked at the two of them just as Quetzalli scowled and pointed her fingers at the succubus. The ensuing electrical blast hit Lily hard enough that her horns and wings manifested behind her in response.

      “Bitch,” she hissed, then smoothed her ruffled hair back down as her wings folded into her back. “Well, if that’s how it’s going to be, maybe I’ll just stay home.”

      “We’re going to Hawaii,” Mike replied.

      “Yeah, okay, you’re going to need me. I’ve been there before, was a pretty good time.” She snapped her fingers and was instantly in a tight red bikini that left little to the imagination. “When do we leave?”

      “Not yet,” Mike said with a laugh. “But I’ll tell you before we do, okay?”

      “Okay.” She made as if to walk past him, then spun at the last second, grabbed him by the chin, and pressed herself against him. “If you take me to Hawaii, I will suck you dry every day if you want,” she whispered.

      “I…didn’t know you were that eager for a beach trip.” Mike’s mouth was suddenly dry, and he was rock-hard. He had experienced on more than one occasion how eager Lily’s blow jobs could be, and this was no idle promise. If she said she was going to suck him dry, his orgasms were going to have the moisture content of talcum powder.

      “Please. Once the others find out you’re going to the beach, you’re going to have plenty of helpers.” She licked his lower lip and left the room, leaving Mike with a very noticeable bulge in his pants.

      Quetzalli looked down at his crotch and giggled. “I don’t suppose you would like some help with that, would you?”

      “Potentially.” He allowed her to lead him out of the office, but left her at the foot of the stairs to go check on Grace. The girl was sitting on the couch, clutching the haunted doll Jenny tightly to her chest as Reggie sat next to her, reading her a book. It was a Winnie-the-Pooh pop-up book, and the rat king was doing the different voices to the best of his abilities. The fairies Carmina and Cerulea had settled on the back of the couch, leaning forward with intense interest.

      “Where’s Tink?”

      Reggie shrugged, which always looked funny on the large rodent. He was about a foot tall and was using his tail to help hold the book open.

      “She informed me she had an important errand to run,” he explained, adjusting his Mr. Potato Head glasses on his nose. The tiny gold crown on his head had broken recently and was being held together by a piece of tape until Tink or Dana could solder it back together. “And that she would return, eventually.”

      “Jenny, you good?” Mike was almost afraid to ask the troubled spirit how she was doing. Ever since Grace had been old enough to climb, she had taken to scooping up the doll and taking Jenny everywhere with her. It was akin to allowing a child to play with a land mine, but the doll seemed to enjoy the attention. Jenny’s head did an ominous 180-degree turn so her blank features could stare at him. The temperature dropped, and her voice filled the room.

      “Shhhhhhh.” The doll’s head rotated back, and Grace gave her father a dirty look for interrupting story time.

      “C’mon.” He took Quetzalli by the hand and led her up the stairs to his bedroom. The nymph magic flowing through his veins had him eager to ravish the dragon, and they climbed to his fifth-floor bedroom. Ever since his home’s latest evolution, he was a little more isolated from the rest of the house, which suited him just fine. Not only did it mean he could go be alone if he wanted, but it also meant sound wouldn’t carry.

      Quetzalli was wearing a white button-down blouse. She had already undone the top four buttons on her shirt, revealing large breasts that strained against a purple bra with white lace along the top. Quetzalli pressed herself into him and pushed him back through the door, revealing that the drapes of his room had been opened wide. The natural light of day filled the room, illuminating the goblin sitting on his bed wearing a red nightgown. She looked freshly clean, likely having used Naia’s tub for a quick wash in the en suite master bathroom nearby.

      “Nope!” Tink slid off the bed as Quetzalli and Mike froze in the doorway. She crossed the room and swatted at the dragon. “Scaly butt leave now, Tink’s turn for fucking!”

      “Tink, you’re being rude,” Mike began.

      “Am not. Husband leave for island soon, Tink hear. No can go, but husband take big dragon booty, plenty of time for fucking!”

      Quetzalli blushed, then laughed. The silvery scales along her neck and cheeks shimmered. “She does have a point,” she muttered. “I will have you all to myself.”

      “Not quite.” Mike contemplated the goblin. She was wearing a red gown that accentuated her hips, and all four of her nipples were prominent beneath the silken fabric. “And I hate myself for even saying this, but rain check?”

      Quetzalli’s whole face bloomed into a smile. The storm dragon adored anything cloud related. “You said that just for my sake, didn’t you?”

      “I did.” He smiled for Quetzalli. “Someone needs me more right now.”

      “Well then, Caretaker. Until next time.” She backed out of the door and pulled it shut.

      Mike locked the door behind her and turned his attention to Tink, who was already back on the bed. “So you bit me earlier, but now you want to be nice?”

      “Husband in big trouble earlier.” She put her hands on her hips and glowered at him. “Maybe even bigger trouble real soon.”

      “Oh? What are you gonna do, bite me again?” He moved closer and noticed she was squeaky clean. Usually there was some form of dirt on the goblin because she spent half her time coordinating repairs on his home. Her still-damp hair hung behind her, and she was only slightly taller than him while standing on his mattress.

      “Maybe.” Tink licked her lips. “Tink bite lots of things.”

      “Yeah, well…” Mike slid his hands along the outsides of her thighs. It was apparent that Tink had hand stitched the garment herself, since it fit perfectly. Most lingerie companies didn’t cater to four-foot-tall women with tails. “Maybe it’s my turn to do the biting.”

      Tink cocked her head, then yelped when he pulled her legs out from underneath her so she fell backward onto the bed. Spreading her legs wide, he kissed his way up her calves. His teeth brushed against her skin, causing his goblin wife to tremble. By the time he was at her inner thighs, he was biting her. Goblin skin was tougher than leather, and biting was how they showed affection.

      Tink moaned as he bit down on the sensitive flesh between her leg and her labia. He slid his tongue across her unique anatomy, teasing her double labia before landing on the other side of her pussy. He bit this skin too, and she grabbed the back of his head hard enough that her nails dug into his scalp.

      “Husband hungry for Tink.” She moaned in delight as he pressed his mouth against her pussy and filled his hands with her ass. He lifted her slightly, pushing his tongue deep enough that he was able to touch the nub of her first clitoris with the tip of it. Goblin vaginas were built differently, and both Tink’s clits were located inside her vaginal canal.

      His magic wrapped itself around both of them, probing gently at Tink’s soul to discern her needs. When the magic had been new to him, he had heard Naia’s voice in his head, guiding him to maximize pleasure with his sexual partners. Though he no longer heard her voice, he could feel her guiding him from within, able to magically read his partner’s sexual desires without conscious thought. Tink loved it when he was rough, and she was already squeezing his skull with her legs.

      He feasted on Tink’s marvelous pussy, listening to her growls of contentment as he drove her closer to orgasm. His magic filled the air with a faint hum as it danced along Tink’s body. She was mumbling something, but he couldn’t hear what it was through her thighs.

      A hand undid the button on his pants, causing him to pause. With just a little concentration, he could sense that the hand belonged to Kisa, who had been hiding under the bed. He wiggled his head to try to see her, which made his ears pop free.

      “Oh, don’t stop on my account,” Kisa told him. “We’re planning to have our way with you before you go.”

      “You’re not coming?” he asked.

      “Promised Tink I would help here,” she replied as his cock sprang free of his pants. “It also sounds hot as fuck. Not a fan.”

      “I—” Mike shivered as Kisa’s rough tongue ran across the head of his cock. Tink squeezed her legs, forcing him back into position. If this was how the two of them wanted to do things, then so be it.

      The cat girl under his bed pulled his pants down around his ankles, exposing the rest of his cock. She lovingly tugged at his testicles while jerking him off and licking him. He groaned into Tink, who giggled and pulled his hair. Kisa and Tink were exchanging words, but he couldn’t hear anything once again.

      There was more giggling, then Tink let out a groan and came. The feisty goblin tasted of cloves mixed with sweat, and she squeezed Mike’s head so hard that he slapped the outside of her thigh as if trying to tap out. With a grunt, he dislodged his head and pulled free of her thighs.

      “I’m glad you aren’t stronger,” he said, rubbing his jaw, then looked down at Kisa. The cat girl tried to sneak back under the bed, but he crouched in time to grab her by the arms and pull her back out.

      She giggled the whole time he tugged her out, then let out a belly laugh when he tossed her on the bed next to Tink. Kisa rolled over and teased Tink’s breast through her nightgown. The goblin rolled on top of the cat girl, and the two of them started making out.

      Mike watched the fabric of the nightgown slide over Tink’s hips, revealing her tail and bare ass. As Tink pushed Kisa’s shirt up to reveal the cat girl’s perky breasts, the goblin swayed her ass from side to side in an attempt to catch his attention.

      “Message received,” he muttered, rubbing the head of his cock between Tink’s butt cheeks. This encouraged the goblin, who made a purring sound beneath him. He shifted his cock so it rested against Tink’s labia, then adjusted the angle so he could achieve penetration. The goblin’s smaller size ensured that her vaginal canal was very tight, and she let out a gasp as he managed to get the first inch inside her.

      “Yeah, stretch her out.” Kisa put her hands on Tink’s waist to hold her still. “See how much you can fit in one go.”

      “Stupid cat just jealous,” Tink muttered, then tugged on Kisa’s nipple. Kisa hissed in pleasure, arching her back and pulling Tink by the hair until the goblin was sucking on her breasts.

      Mike chuckled at the two of them, then shivered as he managed to squeeze more of himself inside Tink. Tink and Kisa were extremely close, and it was uncommon to have sex with one without the other showing up. Sometimes they fought, but it was all in good fun.

      “Jealous of what? These?” Kisa pinched one of Tink’s nipples. “No, that’s right, you like it when I bite them!”

      Tink spasmed as Kisa bit down hard on the tops of her breasts. This caused Mike to slip inside even farther, and he wrapped his arm around Tink’s chest and pulled her into a sitting position, his cock still inside her.

      “Make a proper effort of it,” he said with a wink. Tink reached her arms over her head and ran her hands across Mike’s face as he fucked her from behind while Kisa mauled her breasts, pinching and biting. The goblin couldn’t take Mike’s full length without magical means anyway, so it was easy to keep himself inside her.

      “Yeah, you love this, don’t you? Being the center of attention.” Kisa pinched two of Tink’s nipples with one hand.

      “Tink…bite…you…later!” She groaned, both her legs shaking as she melted backward into Mike and let out a whimper. Fluid dripped down Mike’s cock as Tink came quietly, which was rather rare on her part. The goblin went limp on the bed, tipping forward and crash-landing into the sheets. Mike’s cock slipped free with an audible pop.

      “Mine,” Kisa declared, sucking him into her mouth. She slid out of her shorts and began teasing herself as she cleaned Tink’s cum off him.

      “You seem rather eager,” he said.

      Kisa pulled her mouth off his cock and lay back on the bed. “Just want to give you a proper send-off is all.” Licking her lips, she spread her legs wide and pulled him on top of her, using a hand to guide him. He slid inside with little resistance. As his familiar, she had gained some abilities that made her anatomy far more compatible with his.

      Grunting, he fucked her hard, pounding her from above. For a few minutes, his world was nothing more than Kisa’s sweet cries and the creaking of the bed frame. Movement caught his eye; Tink was moving toward them with a devilish glint in her eye.

      Mike pulled Kisa toward the edge of the bed and stood. The frame and mattress had been built so he could comfortably stand and fuck anyone who happened to be there. Tink crawled on top of Kisa in a sixty-nine position, licking her lips as she went down on the cat girl while Mike continued to fuck her.

      Kisa hugged Tink close, the two of them working each other over as Mike continued to fuck Kisa. It wasn’t long before the cat girl let out a hiss and dug her nails into the sheets, tearing the fabric.

      “Fuck,” Mike muttered. Tink could stitch them back together later, but Kisa had ripped through the protective sheet underneath, leaving a scratch in the mattress. It wasn’t the first mattress he had ruined in the last year, and probably wouldn’t be the last.

      At least it wasn’t on fire this time.

      Kisa yowled and came a second time, then squirmed out from beneath both of them, gasping for air.

      “No more, I quit,” she declared. “You can have him this time.”

      Tink stood on the bed and pumped her arms triumphantly. “Tink always win,” she declared. “Husband lie down, get proper fucking!”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He stretched out on the bed and sighed in delight as Tink mounted him, her face twisted up in concentration. It was already clear she was going to try to take him as deep as possible; it was a constant thing for her. She was already bouncing up and down, her clawed hands teasing shapes into the sensitive flesh of his belly.

      “Tink is best wife,” she declared, leaning back and pumping him hard. His own orgasm was building, and he did nothing to hold it back.

      “That’s right, she is,” he replied, staring into those beautiful yellow eyes of hers. They were shimmering with happiness as Tink forced herself farther onto him, squeezing his cock with her tight pussy.

      “Tink love husband most.” She was rolling her hips from side to side. “Make husband happy.”

      “Insanely happy.” He put his hands on her hips, allowing his magic to wash over her. It swirled around her body and danced across her horns before leaping free and fluttering back down onto him like snowflakes.

      “Tink…give…husband…” She gritted her teeth and let out a growl, sinking one last inch onto him. He grabbed her wrists to keep her from scratching him as she came again.

      Kisa appeared behind Tink, standing over both of them with a mischievous look in her eye. She put her hands on Tink’s shoulders and shoved down from above, causing Mike’s cock to wedge itself properly against the opening to the goblin’s uterus. For anybody else, this would be extremely painful. But for Tink, it was pure pleasure as the head of Mike’s cock forced its way inside.

      She screamed, yanking her hands free and reaching back for Kisa. The cat girl pushed down even harder, but Mike wasn’t going to make it any farther. He definitely wasn’t going to last any longer, either, because that sudden penetration knocked down the last of his resistance.

      He came hard, the magic raining down on him fueling an orgasm that lasted far longer than usual. Every spurt of cum was a release, and he sat up and wrapped one arm around Kisa and the other around Tink, holding both of them against his body as he came in Tink so hard that spooge was now spraying down into his lap.

      Tink bit down on his shoulder as Kisa’s lips found his own, and he rode the wave of pain and pleasure as his magic circled around all three of them until properly dissipating. It had taken him well over a year to figure out how to avoid the feedback loop, but the magic was finally under his control.

      All three of them collapsed on the bed, though Kisa was quick to roll away when Tink tried to pinch her. As Mike’s cock went flaccid, he slid out of the goblin but held her tight in his arms. She was unusually clingy, but he wasn’t going to complain. He was likely to be gone dealing with who knew what for several days.

      “Tink love Mike,” she whispered. “Give husband everything.”

      “I love you too,” he replied, then held her until she fell asleep. He brushed the hair away from her eyes, then gently extricated himself and pulled the sheets over her to keep her warm. Smiling at the contented goblin on his bed, he got dressed and snuck back out the door.

      There was work to do.

      ---

      It was evening before Beth finally arrived at the house. Mike was waiting for her out by Naia’s fountain while Lily sat nearby in a beach chair with a piña colada in hand. Beth made her entrance through a small shed built to look like the cabin. It had a portal that led directly to his property in Oregon, where Beth lived with Bigfoot and a dullahan nicknamed Suly.

      “Good evening,” she said, her brown eyes sparkling with their own inner light. Mike could sense the magic inside her as his own reached out to greet it. They had both gotten their powers from Naia, the nymph currently singing for the birds that bathed in her fountain. “I heard we may be going somewhere fun?”

      “Fun?” Lily sat forward in her chair and lowered her sunglasses. She was wearing them even though it was night outside. “Fun? You’re potentially going to an island paradise and the best word you can come up with is fun?”

      “Maybe I’ve just never gone with the right person.” Beth winked at Mike. “But it sounds like Lily wants to come too.”

      “If I have to, I will sprout testicles and give away my left nut to come.” Lily sipped at her cocktail. “That’s how bad I want to go.”

      “Just your left nut?” Mike didn’t want to ask, but he had to know. “Why not both of them?”

      “Because it’s not No Nut November.”

      From the nearby oak tree, a woman cackled. Amymone the dryad descended in a bundle of vines, her hands clamped around a book. “I told you he wouldn’t be able to resist asking!”

      Mike looked at the dryad, who had a love of terrible puns, then back at Lily. Thinking of her earlier comment, he groaned. “Please tell me you two haven’t joined forces or something.”

      “I’m just trying to make new friends, Romeo.” Lily pouted. “Thought you’d be proud of me for branching ou⁠—”

      Naia sprayed Lily in the face with water, causing her glasses to slip off. “It’s bad enough when there’s just one of you,” the nymph declared. She smiled at Mike. “Sorry that my sister is such a bad influence.”

      Lily scowled at Naia, but it was all for show. She picked up her beach chair and moved it to the other side of the yard.

      “Anyway, sorry I was delayed. Bigfoot and I were doing a perimeter check. Looks like something new may have snuck in,” Beth said.

      “Oh?” Mike frowned at this. Ever since his trip to Oregon a couple years back, cryptids kept crossing the border there. Most of the time, it was just creatures seeking sanctuary. The rest of the time, it was trouble.

      “Nothing major, Bigfoot is going to track it tonight. All signs point to something that just needs somewhere safe to be.” Beth brushed some hair out of her eyes and dipped her finger in Naia’s pool. “May I?”

      “You may.” Naia winked at her.

      Light emanated outward from Beth’s fingertips, and the surface of the fountain revealed an overhead map of the island of Maui. The image wobbled a little, then stabilized and zoomed in on the eastern side of the island. “Okay, so the property you own out there is right next to a place called the Big Bog. You’re actually tucked into an area that butts up against a national park and a forest reserve.”

      “That’s right,” he said.

      Beth nodded and continued. “Anyway, I did a quick survey for you about a year back. You might not remember that I hired a private helicopter for a tour.”

      “What?” Lily approached the edge of the fountain. “You went to Hawaii and didn’t take me?”

      Beth ignored the succubus. “So you’re looking at a picture of the most recent satellite imagery of the island. Now let me show you what I remember.” She touched the water again and sent ripples out. A large portion of land appeared on this new map, distorting the edges of the island.

      “It’s much bigger.” Mike rubbed at his chin. “So a magical boundary?”

      “Yes. I couldn’t get a better look, because once the copter was close, the weather became too dangerous to fly and we skirted the edge of it. When I asked the pilot to turn around, he already thought he had. Definitely magic involved, and I wasn’t about to test its limits while hovering thousands of feet above the ground. Anyway, your plot of land is only a few square miles on paper, but this was so much bigger. It’s mostly rainforest, so you can’t see anything in there.” She stuck her hands together over the fountain, then waved them outward, zooming in. “It does look like there may be a river in the middle though.”

      “Interesting.” Mike pulled Ingrid’s business card out of his pocket. She had given it to him at the end of their meeting. “I don’t suppose we could sneak in, could we?”

      Beth shook her head. “I suppose you could portal in and then have Abella or Lily fly you, but with the Order watching, they would catch on pretty quick. Maybe Kisa could go in and check it out, but that would be an extremely long hike. How many people can she cloak?”

      “One adult, two if one of those adults is me.” As his familiar, Kisa’s magical ability to make her unnoticeable could be extended to him. “Proximity is key. We’d have to be huddled together. Anyway, it’s a moot point. Kisa is staying behind.”

      “If we didn’t know better, we would just go with the Order and help them.” Beth looked at Lily. “But I know you don’t like any plan that involves them.”

      Lily sighed. “Look, I’m not a reliable judge of character here, seeing as I’m on their most wanted list and would happily rip their heads off. These guys want whatever is on your land, and they’re gonna poke around until they get it. Unless you want them breathing down your neck for the rest of time, you’re gonna have to give them something. So no, I don’t like that plan.”

      “They know you’re going,” Beth said to Mike. “You’ve already told them as much, with or without their help. And I would bet good money they have that whole area surrounded. You won’t be able to get in and out, not without a fight.”

      Mike sighed. Nothing ever seemed to come easy. “It almost sounds like you’re suggesting we tell them we’re buddies for now but go in with every intention of betraying them.”

      “Oh, that’s good. That’s real good.” Lily laughed. “We have them take you up the mountain, and then lose them on the inside, or lie to them about what you find. You could lose them at the boundary, really fuck up their day. I don’t like the idea of hanging around with Order goons all day, but it’ll give me a massive hard-on, fucking with them from the inside.”

      “Which is what you typically do with a hard-on.” Beth smirked. “So it looks like you have a call to make. Speak with their representative and see what they want you to do. We can make final plans after.”

      “We?” Mike smiled. “I take it you want to tag along?”

      “Consider it a field trip. It’s been a while since I’ve been to the ocean, and I wouldn’t mind seeing it in a new light.” She touched the water with her finger, and the image disappeared. “But that all depends on whether Dana is willing to stay behind. One of us needs to stay here, just in case.”

      He nodded and looked at the house. Dana and Beth were the only other legal humans in the house, and he had left all his properties to both of them. The magic of the house always ensured there would be a successor; otherwise, the home and its properties would go into a deep slumber. Nobody was certain if the legal inheritance would bypass the effects of the geas, but it was better than nothing.

      “Okay, well…Quetzalli is coming because it sounds like we may be dealing with a dragon. Lily is coming because⁠—”

      “Because she wants to and Romeo knows better than to say no.” Lily licked her lips. “And I’ll double-check with Dana. She’ll go if you ask her to, but she’s happy enough playing mad scientist upstairs.”

      The science project in question was an observatory that had been placed on the opposite side of the house from his bedroom. It had a massive telescope inside that magically looked into an alien sky. Dana had been drawn to it two years ago when it had appeared, and had been trying to rebuild the mechanism that shifted the telescope.

      “Okay, so that makes four of us. I’ll check with Yuki, see if she wants to come. I plan to check in with Cyrus in a bit and see what his take on the situation is. Ingrid can sweat it out this evening, and I’ll give her a call in the morning. That’s the plan, unless someone disagrees.”

      “I disagree.” From the back door of the house, a beautiful woman with long, silken hair and startling green eyes stepped free of the doorway. Her golden skin was interspersed with fluctuating snake scales that scattered the remaining light of the evening.

      “Ratu.” Mike bowed his head at the naga by way of greeting. “What brings you out of your Labyrinth?”

      “Me.” Yuki stepped out from behind her. “I told her you were planning to go island hopping with the Order, and she thinks it’s a bad idea.”

      “You do? Why?”

      Ratu smiled. “You are about to spend your time dealing with men and women who would dismantle your life just to satisfy their own curiosity. The succubus aside, you need someone who has experience dealing with their ilk.”

      “So…Dana should come instead of Beth?” He wasn’t sure what she was getting at.

      “No, silly human.” She was close enough now to place the palm of her hand on his chest. Her eyes narrowed into vertical slits, revealing her reptilian nature. “I meant me. They are part of the reason I’ve been hiding underground, and I am well aware of how they operate. You need someone who can sift through their doublespeak and ambitions, someone who can recognize the magic they wield. Together, we can handle whatever they throw at us.” She paused and looked to the sky. “I wish to properly see the stars again. I know I can do this with you by my side. And where better to do so than from paradise itself?”

      “You’re coming with us?” Mike was genuinely surprised. Other than a trip into a magical wardrobe, Ratu never had any interest in leaving her Labyrinth or her experiments behind.

      “You have it backward.” She teased the edge of his collar with her finger. “This time, it’s you who is coming with me.”
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      It was roughly an hour after breakfast when Ratu found Mike in his office. He looked up from his laptop and smiled at her. She wore a green silken dress with flowers embroidered along the hem. The petals of the flowers fluttered in an unseen breeze as the naga sat across from him, crossing her legs in such a manner that he got a peek at her toned inner thighs.

      “Well, this is a change of pace.” He shut his laptop and leaned back in his chair. “I can’t remember the last time you weren’t in a kimono.”

      “I wear them because they’re comfy and have pockets.” She snapped her fingers. Carmina, one of the fairies, fluttered into the room and landed on the desk. The little red fairy bowed her head at Ratu and awaited orders.

      “Please, inform Beth that I have arrived.”

      The fairy saluted, then shot out of the room, leaving a glittery trail in the air behind her.

      “She seems overly obedient today. How did you manage that?”

      Ratu smirked. “Naga’s secret.”

      Mike snorted. “They’ll just tell me later.”

      “Perhaps.” She slid a hand into her cleavage, then withdrew a journal. Mike could see reality warp around the edges of the journal as it exited the dimensional pocket she had somehow sewn into her dress. “Did you hear back from Master Cyrus this morning? I am hoping he has some insight for us.”

      “He actually texted me last night before I could text him.”

      “What did it say?”

      “I won’t be meeting you for tea this week. The old job reached out and hired me to do some consultation. Afraid I’ll be a complete stranger for the next couple weeks, so don’t worry if you haven’t heard from me.” Mike was able to repeat the text from memory, since he had read it enough times.

      “Sounds like the first part of the message is crystal clear. The Order tapped him for a job. But why the stranger comment?” Ratu opened up her journal and made a note to herself. “Do you think they’re assigning him to Hawaii?”

      “I don’t know. But I imagine that whatever is going on, he doesn’t want them knowing he drops by at least twice a month for tea and chess.” He gestured at her outfit. “Speaking of which, I assume you can get your clothes to behave when the Order comes by?”

      Ratu lifted an eyebrow. “Perhaps, but I wonder if I should? They already know the home is magic, that you have magic, and that there are magical beings who live here.”

      “But aren’t you worried they’ll target you or something?”

      Ratu shook her head. “I’m a naga. They have dealt with my kind for centuries. As long as I don’t call attention to myself, they should see me as an ally.”

      “But you said something last night, about how they were the reason you were in hiding.”

      “Ah. That.” She sighed and stared at the ceiling. “I’m not sure that’s something I’m ready to talk about yet. I was involved in a very unpleasant…incident that caught the attention of the Order. During their investigation, I was forced to flee my home and go into hiding. Not long after, I found a home here, away from prying eyes.” Ratu lowered her gaze, her eyes smoldering. “But I was all alone back then. Even if he did remember me, I wear a different face now and have a new family, one that will stand up for me should I need them.”

      “That you do.” Beth spoke from the doorway, then entered the room. Mike was suddenly distracted by her outfit. She wore a blue pencil skirt with a sheer blouse that revealed the bra beneath. When Beth pulled up a chair to sit, he got a brief glimpse of her cleavage as she leaned forward.

      “Your eyes are going to fall out of your head,” Ratu told him. “Honestly, you should be used to this by now.”

      Mike’s cheeks burned as Beth laughed. “Was he looking down my shirt?” she asked.

      “He was.”

      “Good.” Beth crossed her legs opposite of Ratu’s. “If my magic works on him, then it should absolutely overwhelm anyone the Order sends.”

      “Wait a second.” Mike opened his third eye to get a look at Beth’s soul as well as her magic. He could see the lavender loops of light that had extended from her and wrapped around his head. Ratu’s head was noticeably clear of magical activity. “Are you targeting just me?”

      “I am.” Beth smiled, and the loops of light retracted. “I know better than to try this sort of thing on Ratu.”

      “Indeed.” The naga smiled. “You should be more wary of others, Caretaker. We need to work on your defenses.”

      Mike sighed. He wasn’t sure whether it had been nymph magic or the simple fact that Beth had a phenomenal pair of breasts. “I guess so. It was very distracting.”

      “And that’s what we want. If I’ve learned one thing about the Order, it’s that they have a penchant for underestimating what they don’t understand. If they knew you could grab someone’s soul and yank it from their body, they would have just put a bullet between your eyes.” Ratu steepled her hands together. “We are playing a game of deception here. Anything we give them will eventually be used against us, mark my words. As I said earlier, they know you have magic but not what kind.”

      He nodded. This was perhaps the fourth variation of this speech he had heard from somebody. Still, it was far better than the ass-blistering verbal assault he had received from Zel about Callisto’s involvement at the park. He didn’t even blame her for being mad. Afterward, with Zel’s words ringing fresh in his ears, he’d gone to the roof with a six-pack of beer and sat quietly while Death spent an hour talking about his new favorite Netflix show.

      The trio spent about half an hour discussing potential strategies, then moved outside to await the arrival of the Order at the table in the gazebo that had been built as an extension of the front porch. Well over a dozen centaurs were busy tending the massive garden below them, but the geas would likely make them look like gardeners to anyone Mike didn’t personally invite into his home.

      Right on time, a pair of SUVs pulled between the stone lions and onto the private drive that led up to his home. The lions would only activate if hostile magic was detected. So as long as their visitors were on their best behavior, they wouldn’t be torn to shreds. The paved loop ended at a retaining wall well over a hundred and fifty feet from the front door. Ever since a car had been rammed into his front porch, he had made certain to put in contingency plans to avoid further structural damage.

      Both vehicles parked at the retaining wall. Ingrid and the men from yesterday got out of one SUV while a group of men and women got out of the other. Mike frowned when he recognized Cyrus in the group.

      “Don’t say anything,” Ratu muttered, then reached over and squeezed Mike’s knee beneath the table. “Assume they can read lips or magically hear you from this point forward. Also, one of them is carrying a stone of truth. They will know if someone lies.”

      He nodded, then stood to greet their guests when they got near. Ingrid, Cyrus, and the aggressive lackey from yesterday walked up the hill toward the gazebo while the other members of the Order spread out across the massive yard. It was immediately apparent that they were inspecting his property, but he couldn’t be certain for what.

      “Thank you for coming,” he said with a fake smile. “Please, have a seat.”

      Ingrid nodded, then took a chair opposite from Mike. The other man and Cyrus sat down.

      “You have a lot more people than yesterday,” Mike said. “You expecting trouble from me?”

      The lackey snorted. Ingrid threw him a dirty look, then turned toward Mike. “Not really. They’re here as part of today’s discussion.”

      “Okay, then. Let’s discuss.” Mike sat down. “By the way, introductions are in order. Ingrid, this is Beth, my attorney.”

      Ingrid leaned across the table and shook hands with Beth. Mike could feel her magic washing outward, and Ingrid’s eyes dipped to Beth’s breasts.

      “And this woman over here is Ratu.”

      “Is this also your attorney?” The lackey gave Ratu an appraising look. “What firm are you hiring from?”

      “She’s more like a spiritual adviser, matters of the soul and all that.” Mike bit his tongue before saying any more. He could sense the animosity washing off the guy. “I find it’s cheaper than having an attack dog who barks all the time.”

      This got a smirk from the man. “My name is Wallace. I’m Ingrid’s partner.”

      “You’ll have to forgive Wallace. He can be an asshole six days a week.” Ingrid gestured to Cyrus. “This is Master Cyrus. He’s a specialist in dimensional magic.”

      “Mr. Radley.” Cyrus rose and shook Mike’s hand. The tiny scrap of paper in Cyrus’s palm had something sticky on it that made it easier for Mike to hide as he withdrew his hand.

      “Well, thank you again for meeting us here. This is a far better place for a chat than the local playground.” Mike paused as Lily walked up with a large serving dish and a carafe of coffee. The dish had several different sweets along with mugs for everyone. Everyone but Ingrid grabbed something from the tray while Lily made herself comfortable in an empty chair.

      “And who is this?” Wallace asked. “We have your attorney and your priest, so I wonder if she’s your servant?”

      “That’s Lily. She’s my intern.” Beth toyed with the collar of her blouse, which caused the top button to come undone. “She might take some notes while we speak. My memory is good, but I like having a written copy for review.”

      “Interesting.” Wallace smirked. “Do you all live here with Mike?”

      “No, of course not.” Beth grinned at Wallace. “What would the neighbors think?”

      “I do,” Ratu conceded. “This home is a safe haven for me.”

      “Safe from what?” Ingrid asked.

      “It’s a big world,” Ratu replied. “Speaking of worlds, why do we need a dimensional expert at our table?”

      Cyrus cleared his throat and leaned forward. “Mr. Radley, we understand that you have offered to help the Order with its mission in Hawaii. We are under the assumption that the magic of your home is somehow tied to your well-being.”

      “Go on.” Mike was insanely curious what the scrap of paper in his hand said, but knew better than to look now. He noticed Lily was desperately trying to make eye contact with the old man, and her blouse had also come unbuttoned at the top. She had a pencil and paper, but all she’d done so far was draw stick figures with dicks for heads.

      “With your absence here, the Order has generously decided to leave behind a team to ensure the security of your home.” Cyrus held up a hand before Mike could protest. “And I have no doubts that you have magical defenses of your own. In fact, I am fully aware that a magical enchantment is preventing us from seeing the true nature of your gardening staff. For example, that young man over there.”

      Mike turned his head to where Cyrus pointed. Suly stood at a nearby bush, pruning some roses that had bloomed earlier in the week. The dullahan waved at everybody and blew Beth a kiss before continuing his work, all while black mist leaked from the slit in his neck.

      “He kind of looks like a discount Edward Scissorhands,” Wallace mumbled.

      “And I suspect his pale countenance is related to his magical genealogy.” Cyrus turned back to the table. “It is clear you have a community here. One of our missions is to ensure that magical communities remain safe from outside threats. Once you join our efforts, there exists the possibility that someone who seeks to exploit these individuals will become aware of your home and come snooping around.”

      “It kind of feels like you’re the ones who are snooping around.” Lily pointed to a member of the Order who disappeared into the hedge maze. “How can we be sure that you aren’t here to exploit the locals?”

      “You can’t.” Cyrus sat back and sighed. “But trust needs to start somewhere. We are trusting you can actually assist us with our problem in Hawaii. Time and effort have already gone into making preparations for you to join the team that will push up to the crater and examine the threat. We know very little about you or the creatures who live here. What better way to build relations with the Order than to allow our people to set up a small security team to ensure everything remains safe during your absence?”

      “Or you could just fuck off.” Lily picked up her coffee and sipped it. “Since you’re worried about time and effort and all that.”

      “Do you let your intern speak for you?” Wallace asked, his cheeks turning red.

      Mike shrugged. “It’s so hard to find good help these days. Besides, I like the mouth on this one.”

      Cyrus cleared his throat to get everyone’s attention. “Look. I understand that we’re just a bunch of strangers who have arrived on your doorstep, Mr. Radley, but we have come to you with open hands in the hopes that—” Cyrus reached for his coffee and promptly dropped it on the edge of the table. The mug exploded, sending shards of ceramic and coffee everywhere.

      Wallace and Ingrid immediately grabbed napkins to hand to Cyrus. Mike looked down at the piece of paper in his hand. It was a list with five items on it.

      
        
          	
        Establish contact.
      

      	
        Assess potential threats.
      

      	
        Try to arrange tour of grounds.
      

      	
        Inspect boundaries of geas/enchantment.
      

      	
        Arrange travel itinerary for Radley family.
      

      

      

      The third item had a star next to it and had been underlined. Mike crumpled the paper up and stuffed it in his pocket as the Order team quickly settled. Beth had leaned forward to hand them more napkins, and both Wallace and Ingrid were having a tough time not looking down her shirt.

      Cyrus was trying to tell Mike something but couldn’t, not with the Order around. Even the list had been innocuous enough that Mike realized the mage might be worried he would be found out. Still, the message had been received. Mike sighed dramatically and stared up at the roof of the gazebo as everyone settled, then he looked at Cyrus.

      “I have some apprehension over leaving an armed force at my doorstep,” he admitted, choosing his words carefully. “Yes, my home has certain defenses. Serious efforts have been made to break inside.”

      “Oh?” Wallace perked up.

      Mike waved him off. “Look, there’s a lot to accomplish today, but I can tell you right now that I am stuck on this idea of extra security in particular. Perhaps a compromise is in order. If you would allow me to show Mister Cyrus around, he can tell me more about what it is you all can do for me to bolster my defenses. In the meantime, you two can make travel arrangements with Beth and Ratu about Hawaii. I trust their judgment.”

      Ingrid nodded eagerly, then looked at her partner. “I feel this is the best use of our time.”

      “Lily?” Mike looked at the succubus and grinned. “I saw that one of the Order wandered into the hedge maze earlier. Will you please double-check and make sure the Jabberwock hasn’t eaten him?”

      Lily held back a grin as she rose, then grabbed three donuts.

      “I’m sorry, a what now?” Wallace looked uncomfortable. “Did you say jabberwocky?”

      “Jabberwock,” Mike replied. “And yes, we have one.”

      “And you just, what, didn’t feel like mentioning it?” Ingrid looked like she was going to rip his head off.

      Mike shrugged. “I don’t mention lots of things. As long as your guy doesn’t provoke it, there won’t be a problem. Since you didn’t come here to start a fight, I wasn’t worried. Mister Cyrus, shall we?”

      “It’s Master Cyrus,” the mage replied, moving uncharacteristically slow. The two of them wandered away from the gazebo and toward the far edge of the property. The centaurs watched them with curiosity as they crossed the lawn and approached the tall stone barrier that separated his property from the neighbor’s. To be honest, the sheer size of his home looked ridiculous in comparison to the nearby houses. A long-term project he had been working on was to buy up the surrounding homes so he could eventually gate off the road leading to his house. Other than the house across the street, the rest of his block was still adamant that they weren’t going to sell, and Mike wasn’t about to force them out.

      “So you think your people can help us protect this place?” Mike asked, unsure how to begin.

      “Not in the slightest,” Cyrus replied with zero humor in his eyes. “In fact, this is a planned deception.”

      “Beg pardon?” Mike noticed one of the Order’s women was nearby. He kept an easy expression on his face so she wouldn’t come any closer.

      “They originally came for your help, this much is true. However, the higher-ups want what’s on your property and decided to use your absence to acquire it. They are putting me in charge of a team.” Cyrus scratched at his whiskers and inspected the stone wall as if it were a work of art.

      “And?” Mike didn’t know what else to say.

      “This doesn’t sit well with me. Something isn’t right.” Cyrus moved along the wall, his back now to the front yard. Mike fell in step beside him. “In the past, we’ve made such moves but nothing so blatantly duplicitous. You explained to me once that nobody could enter without your permission, yes?”

      “This is true,” Mike admitted.

      “Good. Because under no circumstances should you grant it. Since the Order is planning to double-cross yo…do you have any idea how deep the barrier goes? I imagine the geas is a giant sphere.” Cyrus’s tone shifted.

      Mike realized the shift meant they were being scried. “I can’t say for certain, honestly. I’ve never seen the bottom of it, but the top seems domed.”

      “Which makes sense, because spherical symmetry is far more efficient than—” Cyrus frowned. “Sorry. I’m not entirely sure whether it is you or me they are watching.”

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      “Like I was saying, we should make preparations. I need you to agree on allowing us a ground team, or something nearby. Remain suspicious of our intentions. Otherwise, they will think this was suddenly too easy.” Cyrus abruptly changed topic again and asked Mike about weather anomalies, whether the home had ever changed shape, and if his water came from the city or some unknown source beneath the home. Mike answered the questions he could, then came up with some of his own that pertained to Order security.

      They had walked around the perimeter of the building in time to see one of the Order agents staring into the open door of the greenhouse. Mike casually jogged over in time to see the agent’s face go blank as if he forgot what he was doing. When he saw Mike and Cyrus approaching, he gave a polite nod and wandered off.

      “That was weird,” Cyrus commented.

      “Satisfy my curiosity. When you look in the greenhouse, what do you see?”

      Intrigued, Cyrus opened the door and looked inside. His face screwed up in concentration, and his eyes kept going blank.

      “That you need to prune back some of your plants,” Cyrus muttered, then closed the door.

      Mike suppressed a laugh. The interior of the greenhouse was essentially a different world, and Cyrus had been unable to see it. They had experimented with the geas on a few different occasions, such as having Cyrus look in the windows of the house, but Mike had never brought the mage to the backyard. Ever since Mike had upgraded the magical enchantment protecting his home with a drop of Santa’s blood, he had yet to discover any gaps.

      They were at Naia’s fountain when Cyrus abruptly turned toward Mike. “Okay, here’s the deal. I’m going to try to break into your home, and I’m going to try damned hard. I assume you will find a way for me to remain in contact with you. It can’t be digital. The Order monitors everything, and then they’ll know something is up. And yes, they were telling the truth when they mentioned that someone outside our organization is watching us. Without knowing who it is, I don’t want to put you all in additional danger.”

      Mike knew better than to bring up the fact that Eulalie had likely hacked everything the Order already owned. “I’m not too worried⁠—”

      “No. Don’t blow me off. This guy has already taken out entire teams. He knows our movements, but we have no idea who he is. All we have is some grainy footage of a guy in a trench coat wearing a hat.”

      “Hmm.” Despite the lack of description, that rang a bell for some reason. “Kisa, who you’ve met before, is staying behind.”

      Cyrus nodded. “Can make herself invisible when she wants, that will be perfect.”

      “Also, we have someone on the roof who can hear everything you say. And on the porch as well. Communication will be one-way, because once they interact with anything outside the geas, they can be seen.”

      “Good.” Cyrus seemed to deflate a bit. “I am so sorry about all of…this fountain is impressive, has it always been here?”

      “No.” Mike looked at Naia’s fountain. The nymph was busy making faces at the Order man from earlier who was inspecting the water as if he hoped to find some loose change. Despite the water in the fountain’s basin literally bending in midair and forming into shapes, the man seemed oblivious. “It used to be much smaller too.”

      “Fascinating.” Cyrus gave Mike a weak smile, and the tour continued. The mage no longer broke character as they finished their circuit of the house and ended up back at the gazebo. Lily was guiding the Knight that had wandered into the hedge maze back out, her hand supporting his upper back.

      “What happened?” asked Cyrus.

      “He was unconscious. It could have been a few things, since we do have some fae residents in the maze that don’t like being disturbed.” The shit-eating smirk on Lily’s face gave away that she had jabbed the man with her tail and knocked him out. Still, none of what she had said so far was false. “But he will be fine.”

      Cyrus nodded and waved down Wallace, who looked like he was ready to vault the railing of the gazebo. “It’s okay,” he shouted, then looked back at Mike. “Let’s finish this discussion with the others.”

      “Agreed.” They went back to the table and took a small break as Ingrid checked on the sleepy Knight. Satisfied that the man hadn’t been harmed or tampered with mentally, she rejoined the group.

      “Well?” she asked.

      “Mister Radley has agreed to give us access to the grounds. The individuals living here will not bother us as long as we don’t bother them.”

      “But wouldn’t it be easier for us to protect your property if we could set up inside?” Wallace waved at the large home behind them. “Looks like there’s plenty of room.”

      “No.” Mike crossed his arms. “The last time I let someone in without properly getting to know them, they got the Little Shop of Horrors treatment.”

      Both Ingrid and Wallace stared at him like they had no idea what he meant.

      “You know, the musical? Starring Rick Moranis? It’s a classic.” He looked at Beth, who shrugged. “Regardless, your people can’t stay here. If that’s a deal-breaker, too bad.”

      “Now, now, we can still accomplish our goal from outside.” Cyrus looked directly at Ingrid when he said this. The woman relaxed and looked back at Mike.

      “Then that is your decision,” she stated. “So let’s discuss what we arranged. You and your group of…helpers will be given room and board at a special facility created for humans and cryptids alike that is shrouded from the public eye.”

      “It’s a resort, Mike.” Beth looked like she could hardly contain herself. “They built a safe haven for visiting dignitaries and cryptids. It’s down by the beach and everything!”

      Mike heard Lily emit a girlish squeal. When he turned to look at her, she pretended like it hadn’t even happened.

      “It’ll be the VIP treatment, I assure you. I will be your personal valet while we’re there,” Ingrid said, then looked over at Wallace. “Well, we both will, but I think you’ve already figured out one of us is nicer.”

      Wallace shrugged. “I scored low on hospitality but am great at mixed drinks.”

      Holding his emotions at bay, Mike studied Ingrid. This was clearly part of the ruse to lure him away from home so they could poke around. It made him angry that they were planning to deceive him, but he couldn’t let it show. He had a job to do, and they were only a means to an end. Eventually, he shifted his gaze to Ratu. The naga gave him a slight nod.

      If the Order wanted to play games, that was fine. He needed to figure out what was happening in Hawaii regardless of the bullshit they were about to pull, and already had an idea about how he was going to accomplish it.

      “Looks like we’re going on a trip,” he said. “Naturally, when not pursuing the issue of my property, I assume we are free to wander the island?”

      “Sort of. You will have an escort.” Ingrid’s face was all business now. “Since you’re an asset, we can’t risk losing track of you.”

      “And by ‘escort,’ she means us again.” Wallace pointed at Ingrid, then back at himself. “Once we set foot on the island, you’re in our care.”

      “More like custody,” Lily grumbled.

      “I don’t see why you would care,” Wallace countered. “It’s only him that we need. You can do what you want, if he even lets you come.”

      The grin that flitted across Lily’s face genuinely worried Mike. It wasn’t the snarky smile of a succubus holding back anger or a sarcastic remark. No, this was the look of a woman who absolutely, positively had decided she was going to cause trouble.

      “Of course I’m coming,” Lily purred. “Interns get shit pay and no benefits. You’d better believe I’m taking a free beach trip. That, and you heard him. He likes my mouth.”

      Both Beth and Ratu snorted at this. Wallace seemed to find it funny as well.

      “Good. If this is settled, then our flight leaves tomorrow morning. That should give you plenty of time to pack.” Ingrid, unfazed by Lily’s remark, stood and held out her hand. “If you think you can manage to be ready by then.”

      Mike took her hand in his own and smiled, seeing an opportunity for mischief. This woman knew damned well they were setting him up, and he couldn’t help but want her to get just a taste of the trouble the Order was in for. His magic pulsed deep within him, and he sent a tiny surge of it into her body. Ingrid’s pupils dilated for a moment, and she inhaled as if surprised.

      “I’ll pack my bikini,” he said. “In fact, I should probably make sure it still fits. Shall we?”

      Beth, Ratu, and Lily bade the Order farewell and watched as they gathered up their crew and left. At least twice, Mike caught Ingrid staring at him, but she would look away at the last moment. Once the Order was gone, he headed inside without a single word, the others right on his heels. He waited until the door was closed before addressing them.

      “They genuinely need our help in Hawaii,” he began. “But are planning to break in here while we’re gone.”

      “Did the old man tell you that?” Lily asked. “Because I got something similar from Rip Van Winkle in the maze.”

      “Yep. They put him in charge of the operation, and it isn’t sitting well with him.”

      “As it shouldn’t.” Ratu stared thoughtfully out the front window. “The Order isn’t beyond this sort of duplicity, but it is rather uncommon.”

      “Well, he seems to be on our side for now but needs his efforts to look genuine. Also, he’s being watched and needs a discreet way to stay in contact with us. Thoughts?”

      “I’ll speak with Eulalie. We can set up a couple of rat portals in Hawaii, give us a way to go back and forth as we please.” Lily smirked at the others. “That way, we aren’t trapped there and can come home in a hurry.”

      “And I’ll speak with Yuki about bolstering defenses. After meeting with them, I have a few ideas about their protective measures and think we can bypass most of them.” Ratu winked. “They’re going to wish they never set eyes on your house.”

      “Yeah, they are.” Mike turned to Beth. “I wonder if you’re thinking what I am?”

      Beth chuckled. “I’ll talk to Jenny and see what she wants to do.”

      ---

      To Ingrid, the drive back to the hotel felt much longer than twenty minutes. When they arrived, Cyrus announced he wanted to have a meeting with his team regarding initial findings on the Radley home. Since Ingrid wasn’t needed for this, she told the team she had to make some calls of her own and check in with the director. The whole time, she was busy tensing her legs and trying not to feel the fabric of her pants against her crotch.

      In those final moments at the Radley house, something had happened to her. It was like a long-built dam of desire had burst, and she couldn’t remember the last time she had felt so damp below. Even worse, she couldn’t get Mike’s face out of her mind, nor forget the feel of his skin on hers. It had taken everything in her power not to melt down in front of the man, to find a reason to stay in his presence. On the ride home, she had checked herself for magical compulsions, psychic attacks, anything to explain her current state of mind.

      She had come up empty. Her best guess was that Mike had somehow triggered her own natural desires, bypassing years of training and self-control. Thinking back to his dossier and the rumor that the home contained a nymph, she should have been more careful. Nymphs could confer blessings that gave mortals supernatural powers, and it occurred to her now that Mike had likely used that magic to ensnare beautiful women, such as his attorney.

      Wallace silently followed her into the hotel, as if caught up in thoughts of his own. The man was her constant companion, someone she could rely upon to have her back whenever she needed it. The elevator ride to their two-room suite was agonizing as Ingrid shifted, her thighs rubbing together. Wallace beat her to the room, swiping his card to unlock the door.

      The moment the door was open, she pushed him forward, using her foot to close the door. Wallace looked confused at first, his eyes scanning the room for potential threats, but said nothing when she pressed him against the wall and forced her crotch against his. He was already rock-hard, and she suspected she knew the reason. Beth had been practically eye-fucking both of them throughout the entire meeting.

      She and Wallace had been together long enough that this wouldn’t be the first time they’d found sexual relief in each other’s arms. There was usually a frantic energy to it, but even more so today. Ingrid slid Wallace’s belt off in one smooth motion, but the Knight was far less graceful. He simply grabbed her shirt and pulled, scattering buttons along the entryway and revealing her bra-covered breasts.

      Ingrid managed to free his cock just as he grabbed her by the hips and lifted her onto the nearby counter of the kitchenette near the door. He pulled her pants down, and the scent of her musk filled the air.

      “Damn,” he muttered, then buried his face in her crotch. Ingrid groaned, her fingers sliding through his hair as his tongue found her clit. Her whole body was hot, and she squeezed her own breasts, moaning when she discovered how sensitive they were.

      “You’re aware that they did this, right? Mike and Beth?” She looked down at Wallace, who paused his oral ministrations.

      “And?” He looked up at her. “Doesn’t matter where you get your appetite as long as you eat at home.”

      With that, he resumed snacking on her snatch. He was good at it but not good enough to push her over the edge. She savored his attempts for a few more minutes, then pushed him away. Sliding off the counter, she grabbed his exposed cock and marveled at the heat of it. His cock dripped with precum that clung to her fingers, and she stroked him as she led him into the bedroom. He slid out of his coat and lay back on the bed, his arms outstretched.

      “Good boy,” she muttered, happy he was content to let her take charge. She lowered herself onto his cock, momentarily quenching the flames inside her belly. Sex with Wallace was typically unremarkable, but the feel of his rigid length inside her seemed to ground her chaotic libido.

      Fucking Mike. She wasn’t certain how, but she knew he was responsible. It wasn’t a spell; she knew that much for certain. Her body was warded at all times, and she would have detected it. No, it was likely a manifestation of whatever the nymph had done to him.

      She could picture him now with that stupid smile on his face and the way the wind seemed to position his hair perfectly as if he was in a movie. His hands had been strong yet soft to the touch. She could imagine them running across her shoulders and pressing her down onto the bed, ensuring she achieved maximum penetration.

      Ingrid would never mention she had stared more than once at the bulge in Mike’s pants and wondered just how big his dick was. That was a cock she wouldn’t mind studying, and⁠—

      She shook the stray thoughts from her head and groaned, grinding against Wallace. When she rolled her hips just right, her clit would pop free from its hood. The Knight had arched his back to allow her a better angle for this, and she dragged her nails across his chest. Tiny sparks appeared near her fingertips, the result of Wallace’s own magical protection from harm.

      Would it feel this way with Mike? Would she even be able to take his entire length at once? Why did these thoughts plague her so much? Her mind now filled with fantasies of Mike Radley, she shifted her hands off Wallace and grabbed onto the headboard. The wood protested as she squeezed, and she rolled her hips even faster.

      Would he take her from behind? Or would he force her to lie on her back and be subservient, like those women he surrounded himself with? What kind of lover would he be? Would she enjoy obeying his commands, or would she fight to be in charge?

      Wallace grabbed her breasts, and she exploded, soaking both of them in cum. Other than a long, drawn-out grunt, she remained quiet, not wanting to disturb anyone in an adjacent room. Her legs shook as she slid off Wallace, then knelt to take his length in her mouth. She jacked him off with one hand while sucking on the head of his cock, running her tongue across the sensitive flesh of his penis until his hips bucked. Moving her head away, she pointed his cock toward his stomach and watched in fascination as a copious amount of cum coated his belly. Ingrid hadn’t seen her partner come this much in a long time.

      “Damn,” Wallace whispered, reaching down to touch Ingrid. She tilted her head away to avoid him. Sentiment wasn’t part of the job and never had been. There had been a need, and her partner had been there to fulfill it.

      “I’m going to wash up,” she declared, then left Wallace behind in his own mess. She went to the kitchenette and washed her hands, then used a rag to dry her crotch. This became an exercise in futility, so she opted for a quick shower instead, during which Wallace joined her. There was nothing sexual or romantic about it, and the two of them were dry and dressed less than ten minutes later.

      Ingrid pulled a tablet out of her bag and unlocked the device. Within minutes, she found herself looking at pictures and video footage of the Radley home. Not only had they collected data with body cams while they were there, but her team had installed cameras and mics across the property. After organizing the data, she initiated a video call with the director.

      In less than a minute, the man answered. The director sat at a desk, his fingers steepled together as if he was deep in concentration. His military haircut was offset by the dark goatee he sported, and his unblemished skin had olive undertones that gave him a slightly ethereal look.

      “Report.” His voice was deep and smooth and made her think of a jazz singer.

      “Initial contact established,” she said, tapping the folders on her screen to send them over. The director’s eyes focused on a different part of his screen as he looked through the files she had just sent. Clearly something caught his attention, because a smirk appeared on his thin lips.

      “Are they coming to the resort?” he asked.

      “They are. It sounds like he’s bringing an entourage though.” Ingrid opened up an image of Mike at the table with the others. “The woman in the white shirt is a local attorney, you should have a dossier on her already. The one with highlights is an intern, but we haven’t figured out who she is yet. But the spiritual adviser is likely a cryptid, though I’m not sure what kind.”

      “Naga.” The director leaned offscreen and returned with a bottle of water. “It’s mostly in the skeletal structure, but you can see her scales in a couple of these pictures, particularly along her neck and shoulders.”

      “Oh.” Ingrid noticed them now, grinding her teeth in frustration. How had she not noticed them before? Mike’s careless grin manifested before her, and she shook it off. How much of their meeting had been a distraction? Had it been intentional? Or had it been simply the carefree act of a man who was clearly running a fuck farm at his house?

      She hated to admit it, but she had clearly underestimated the man. In the future, she would have to be more careful. He was a wild card; that much was obvious.

      “How many people is he bringing with him?” The director motioned to someone off-camera and was handed a stack of papers and a pen.

      “I think the final number is five, if you include him.”

      “Hmm.” The director signed his name on the documents and handed them back. He pulled a file from beneath his desk and stared at it. “According to the intel we discovered, the house is protected by a gargoyle. Do you think he’s bringing her in human guise?”

      “I don’t. And I believe the intel to be dated. Mike claimed to have a Jabberwock on the property, and the truth stone confirmed it. I’m forced to believe we are underprepared for this operation.”

      The director frowned, then typed something on his computer. “A Jabberwock? Like from Alice?”

      Ingrid shrugged. “I guess. Nobody saw it.”

      “Hmm.” The director stared into space for a few moments, then looked at her. “We’ll redirect more assets to the house operation, then. The primary focus will be on gathering intel, and once Radley has resolved our problem out here, then we will move forward with Operation Eminent Domain.”

      “Do you really think he’ll just sit by and let you take his home?”

      The director chuckled. “He won’t have much of a choice. Even if he escapes the resort, what’s he going to do? Swim? Based on your notes, as long as he’s alive, we have a shot at entry. This Historical Preservation Society was obviously a front for a cabal, but they detailed a ritual we can use to break the geas if we can learn how to bypass the lions. We have options, Sister Ingrid. Your only focus should be on keeping Mike contained while we utilize them.”

      “Understood.” Ingrid watched the screen go black and sighed. She didn’t know why, but she had a bad feeling things weren’t going to be as easy as everyone else believed.

      ---

      Ratu climbed up the stairs, listening to the wood creaking softly at her passing. Her palm glided along the well-oiled railing until she was on the fourth floor. From there, she could look down at the foyer of the home. A pair of rats wandered by, followed by a yellow flash of light as Daisy shot through the house. Ratu licked her lips, tasting the scent of the home and rolling it along her tongue.

      This was a good place. It had taken her a couple of years to admit it, but she felt safer within these walls of wood than she ever had beneath a mountain of stone. Down the hallway was Yuki’s room. She lifted her hand to knock on the door.

      “Come in.” The door opened by itself, revealing Yuki’s bedroom. Several easels had been set along one wall where natural light from a circular picture window could fall on them. The kitsune stood out on the balcony, her hands on the stone railing and her tails swishing behind her. Sometimes her five tails would pass through each other as if they were illusory, but each one was very real.

      Ratu stepped out to join Yuki. She put her hands on the railing, her fingers sliding into tiny grooves that had been carved there by unknown artisans.

      “So they’re planning to betray us.” Ratu leaned forward, her hair drifting on the breeze. “Cyrus revealed they’re hoping to break in while Mike’s away.”

      “Shit.” Yuki turned around and sat on the railing. “Guess that means I’m definitely staying here.”

      “Looks that way.” It was something the two of them had discussed earlier. They were the most powerful magic users of the house, meaning it would be a bad idea for both of them to be gone at the same time. “Besides, your skill set wouldn’t be as effective in a tropical location.”

      “Why? Because it would take way more energy to do this?” Yuki summoned a snowball into her hand and threw it at an angle along the roof. It arced through the air and exploded into powder on Abella’s crouched form.

      “Rude.” Abella shifted only to give Yuki the finger.

      The kitsune giggled, which got a sly grin from Abella. Ratu laughed as well. The gargoyle had lightened up significantly since her early days in the house. Ratu remembered a stoic defender who rarely interacted with others, but now Abella could be seen chatting up any number of people. On more than one occasion, Grace had spent the evening on the roof while Abella read stories from her tablet to the little arachne.

      Happiness had become the lifeblood of the home, and there was no doubt in Ratu’s mind that Mike was at the heart of it. He had grown exponentially since their first encounter when she had tried to snare him in an enchantment to protect herself. As he grew in power, she had seen him shy away from the corruption that had gobbled up Emily.

      “We each have our strengths,” Ratu replied, tilting her head back to allow the sun to shine on her chest. Where Yuki’s magic was almost solely in the domain of ice, her own foundations were in fire and earth. Sunbathing wasn’t just a comfortable pastime for Ratu; it also empowered her magic. “Besides, I definitely don’t need to be around Cyrus any longer than I have to.”

      “Why not?” Yuki leaned forward, her ears twitching with curiosity.

      “We’ve met before.” Ratu frowned. “Many, many years ago. He was part of a squad that came hunting for me.”

      “And he didn’t recognize you?”

      “No. I wore a much different face back then. I doubt he would ever realize we’ve met, but I tend to act out of an abundance of caution.” Ratu sighed as old memories dredged themselves up from the mud to reveal their sharp edges. “It was back when I was a river god in what is now Indonesia. I had fled my ancestral home in India and established myself as a local deity. That was mostly accidental, as the locals had discovered their good fortunes were timed around my arrival. I had changed my face once already in an attempt to blend in with nagas indigenous to the area.”

      “Why were they hunting you?”

      Ratu stared at her hands, then picked off a couple of scales. She wasn’t entirely certain where to begin. No matter how deep she pushed the past, it still hurt to examine it.

      “They weren’t technically hunting me. A rogue naga had arrived in the area, stirring up trouble. This one was particularly duplicitous, because he would manifest and rain terrible magic down on the mortals, but only in his serpentine form. Eventually rumors spread and the Order arrived. What I could not predict was that he would poison their ears, convincing them he had information about who was causing trouble.”

      “Wait, so you’re saying he stirred the pot and then blamed you for it? Why?” Yuki’s tails swished behind her, making a sound like silk across stone.

      “Because he couldn’t find me on his own.” Ratu lifted her eyes to meet Yuki’s gaze head-on. “He had no influence in the area so brought in people to assist him in his search. With the Order’s help, they were able to track me. You see, I had made a critical mistake during my divine reign. In my attempts to avoid scrutiny, I had created a small paradise for the people who survived on my river. If nothing bad ever happened, certainly there should never be a reason to come investigate. But this became the means by which I was discovered.”

      “Damn. What happened then?”

      “I was attacked. The Order and the naga were formidable, but it became clear during our confrontation that he had been using them. You see, the Order wanted to take me in. They had questions and needed answers. But my pursuer was not interested in their questions. Once he saw me, he attacked the Order, and it was through my intervention alone that they survived.” Ratu could hear their screams across the decades, men and women caught up in a storm of earth.

      “What was this asshole’s deal? Sounds like a real piece of shit.”

      Ratu chuckled. “Indeed. He was very angry with me because I’d humiliated him in front of our entire tribe, ruined his reputation, and destroyed his status. I became his obsession, his sole reason for existing. And despite not seeing him for centuries, that look of sheer delight and anger when we met once more…” She shivered, picturing those cruel, mud-flecked eyes.

      “Who was he?” Yuki was leaning forward so far that it looked like she could tip at any moment.

      “My betrothed,” Ratu replied, closing the door on her feelings. This was a story that had remained untold since Emily had found her running from the Order. “We grew up together and were always close. It was a long engagement, and neither of us were in a hurry. But as the wedding drew closer, he changed. We went from being equals to…I’m not entirely sure. His kind words became sharp, and his actions rough. He became jealous of others who spent time with me, and I eventually realized the man I was about to marry had been wearing a mask my whole life.”

      “And so you left him?”

      Ratu nodded, staring at the ground. “I did. The night before our wedding, he came to my room and asked to talk. He used sweet words to convince me that the stress of the wedding had caused these outbursts and that he couldn’t wait to spend the rest of our lives together. We were planning to move into a mountain range to the north and start a tribe of our own. During this talk, I forgave him, and that’s when his mask slipped one more time.

      “You see, our engagement had been long, and we had been lovers for some time. But for weeks before the wedding, I had stopped having sex with him as a form of protest. Upon being forgiven, he demanded that I make up this lost time and spend the night with him. When I told him no, he struck me in anger. That was when I understood he would never be worthy of my love, and it hurt. He knew how to act around others, how to sweeten the air with honeyed words and elevate his own status. And so I fled in the middle of the night.” Ratu hugged herself. It suddenly felt so cold.

      “And he came after you?”

      “Not quite. I used an enchantment to create a simulacrum, an illusory double made of clay, and left it in my stead. During the ceremony, it openly accused him of his transgressions. He didn’t realize he was dealing with my clone, and so struck it down in front of everyone. This single act divided the tribe, and he was sent into exile by his own family. Still, I couldn’t trust anyone with the secret of my location, and⁠—”

      There was the gentle click of stone on stone, and Abella was there, embracing the naga from behind.

      “I know this pain,” she whispered. “And I am sorry to hear that you do too.”

      Surprised, Ratu was about to say something else when Yuki hugged her also. Both women clung to Ratu like she was about to disappear. It was actually kind of silly. In fact, she would have told them how silly it was if the dam inside her hadn’t broken open just then, soaking all three of them in tears.

      ---

      It was almost dinnertime when Mike stepped into his backyard. He had spent the better part of the afternoon packing and making plans with everyone else regarding the home’s defenses while they were gone. After a visit to the Library, Eulalie was now ramping up her digital infiltration. If the Order ever found out that a good chunk of her hacking was just magical rats who could plug in a USB drive, they would be both angry and embarrassed.

      What used to be a handful of steps to Naia’s fountain now involved two flights of stone stairs and navigating beautiful topiaries shaped like magical creatures. This was partially the work of the centaurs, but most of the job was done by Amymone. Though the dryad was locked to her tree, she could influence all the plants on the property as long as the roots of her tree could reach them.

      At the bottom of the stairs, he smiled at the sight of Callisto and Grace sitting on the edge of Naia’s fountain. Next to them, Death was busy telling a story, his bony hands waving around dramatically. He had pulled his hood back and now wore sunglasses and a baseball cap with a Punisher skull on it. Naia sat behind all three of them, her chin in her hands as she listened in on the story. When Death pantomimed swinging a bat, Mike chuckled to himself.

      “And that is how I helped Santa Claus save Christmas yet again,” Death declared, then looked up at Mike. “Though, I suppose your father has already told you that story.”

      “He hasn’t! Why didn’t you tell us you saved Santa again?” Callisto’s tone was accusatory.

      “That’s a good question. Death, are you filling my children’s heads with nonsense?”

      “Why of course, Mike Radley. What better use does nonsense serve than to stuff it into a child’s head and grow their imagination? It’s like fertilizer.” Death knelt to look at both children. “Though, I admit I may have embellished some parts.”

      “Uncle Deaaaath.” Callisto rolled his eyes in a way that only a child could, then looked at Mike. “Mom is looking for you.”

      Mike scratched the back of his head and winced. “How mad is she?” he asked.

      Callisto shrugged. “She’s referring to you today as ‘that bastard.’”

      “That’s an improvement from yesterday, then.” He held out his arms, and Grace scrambled his way, only to climb up his back and cling to his head and shoulders. “That’s not what I had in mind,” he muttered.

      Grace hissed and started chewing on his hair.

      “Cal, go let your mom know I’m here for whatever she needs. I have to speak with Aunt Naia.” Mike looked at the nymph and realized his son was still standing there. “About grown-up stuff.”

      “Aw, man.” Callisto trotted off toward the greenhouse. Death declared it was teatime and left them alone.

      “Hello, lover.” Naia smiled, her eyes flicking up to where Grace clung to him. “I don’t know what you need from me, but you’ve still got a pair of little ears.”

      “It’s not you I need to speak with.” He raised an eyebrow. “If you catch my drift.”

      Naia pouted. “And here I thought you were going to spend some time with me before ditching us all for an island paradise.”

      “No place on earth could compare to being by your side.” He reached up and poked his daughter’s belly. “Hey. I don’t care if you chew, but no pulling.”

      Grace hissed in agreement, content to munch on his hair. He probably shouldn’t let her do that, but he had already committed to the idea that there were worse ways to screw up his magical half-breed children.

      Naia closed her eyes for a moment, the fountain swirling into intricate shapes behind her. The runes on her body glowed, and when the nymph opened her eyes, the pupils had changed from blue to gold.

      “Greetings, Caretaker.”

      “Hestia.” Mike bowed his head in respect, causing his daughter to tilt forward and almost fall. “Thank you for meeting with me.”

      “Of course. We have much to discuss.” The nymph, now possessed by the goddess Hestia, reached out and patted Grace on the head. “She is growing so quickly.”

      “Yes, she is.” Though Hestia was privy to events that occurred inside the home, he treated her like a visiting relative and talked about his family. He had learned shortly after his first meeting with the goddess that she enjoyed hearing accounts firsthand from him. She also didn’t always manifest when requested. Mike hadn’t met many gods but had learned they all had their quirks.

      “I wanted to speak with you about the Order and Hawaii.” Mike sat on a chair by the fountain’s edge, which caused Grace to shift to his chest and start chewing on the collar of his shirt.

      “What would you like to know?” Hestia asked.

      “Is there anything about Hawaii you can tell me? Quetzalli thinks there might be a dragon there.”

      “Interesting.” Hestia closed her eyes for a moment. “I’m afraid there isn’t much I know, the secrets of the island were never mine to possess. It was one of the first properties acquired by a Caretaker but not in the traditional sense.”

      “Oh?” There were numerous properties across the planet like his own, each one host to a god and part of some big event called the great game. Typically, these properties only changed hands when the mortal in charge of them died. If that person was killed by another player in the great game, the property became part of the winner’s collection and was passed on. It was how Mike owned a cabin in Oregon and a castle in Ireland, as well as the land in Hawaii. He’d had no part in acquiring them, but they were now his. If the owner died of other causes, however, the magic of the property would seek out someone qualified to take over.

      Hestia nodded and opened her eyes. “Instead of someone being defeated, the land was given to a prior Caretaker by its owner. Whoever was caring for the land decided it would be in better hands this way. I don’t know what circumstances prompted this, but I vaguely recall it had something to do with its guardian.”

      The guardian of a property was a mythical being in charge of selecting a new player. In Mike’s case, the guardian had been Naia. During the selection process, she could have simply drowned him if he was unfit to take care of the home. In a lot of ways, he was still uncertain why she had chosen him in the first place. He had moved into the home as a damaged, emotional mess, and there was really no reason for her to have let him survive their encounter.

      Yet here he was, the man in charge of a home full of monsters who all got along and helped raise his children. In his case, Naia had chosen correctly. The journey had been fraught with peril and the temptation of power, but he had yet to succumb as his predecessor Emily had.

      “Do you remember anything about the guardian?” Mike shifted Grace so she chewed on the other side of his shirt. Luckily, she wasn’t a drooler.

      “I don’t. Could be the geas, or could be that I never knew.” Hestia’s eyes shimmered. “Now ask me about the Order. My time is growing short, manifesting this way is hard on Naia’s body.”

      “Can the home protect everyone from them in my absence? I have every reason to believe it will, but…”

      “You want reassurances.” Hestia nodded. “Your family is safer now within my walls than it has ever been. It would require either gross negligence on their part or an unforeseen act of magic to breach this property.”

      Mike let out a sigh. “Thanks. That’s what I was worried about the most. I must admit, I’m hesitant about leaving, but I get the feeling it’s the right thing to do.”

      Hestia nodded, then reached out for him. Her fingers stroked lightly at his cheeks, sending a cool tingle through his whole body.

      “Trust your instincts, my champion.” Hestia’s eyes fluttered and her eyes changed blue again as the goddess withdrew from Naia’s body.

      “Oh!” Naia exclaimed, then shivered. “I always feel so warm when she’s been here.”

      “I’m happy to hear that.” Mike ran his hands through Naia’s hair, then had to pull a strand of it out of Grace’s mouth. After Hestia had revealed herself, Mike had made the goddess promise to speak through Naia only with her knowledge and permission. Naia had been more than willing to accommodate the goddess, but Mike felt a lot better knowing the nymph was a willing participant.

      “There you are.” Zel came around the side of the house, followed closely by Callisto. The two trotted over in unison, but Callisto stopped at Amymone’s tree when the dryad showed him a book with a dragon on the cover. He could already read on his own and had found a kindred soul in the dryad, who was willing to read anything to or with him.

      Mike covered Grace’s ears. “Okay, I’m ready.”

      Zel rolled her eyes. “I’m not going to yell at you again. Not yet, anyway. Plenty of time for you to get into trouble.”

      He nodded. “I’ll do my best to avoid it, but it has a habit of finding me.”

      She groaned and shook her head. “It really does. Which is why I would prefer there be no more field trips with our child.”

      Mike opened his mouth to argue but closed it. The last thing he needed was to start an argument with Zel right before leaving. It was something they could talk about after he came back. “So what do you need me for?”

      Zel pulled a pouch that had been strapped to her waist and handed it over. “I made some potions for you and Beth.”

      The handcrafted leather pouch was sealed with a strap wrapped around a button. Mike undid the tie and opened the pouch to reveal a few screw jars with yellow balm inside.

      “The yellow stuff is sunscreen. It’s completely waterproof and will repel both bugs and sharks.”

      “Sharks?” He opened a jar and sniffed it. It had a vague vanilla scent. Grace promptly hissed, hopped down to the ground, and wandered over to join Callisto and Amymone. “How do you know it repels sharks?”

      Zel shrugged. “I don’t question the alchemy of ancient centaurs. When they say it repels sharks, I believe them. Not like I have a good way to test it out.”

      “Good call, and…” Mike laughed and pulled out a slim vial of a glittering red powder. “Is this what I think it is?”

      “Mandragora pollen? Yes.” She chuckled as her tail swished back and forth. “That’s all I was able to collect from some dying pods in the woods. We still haven’t located the main plant. I almost wonder if it’s underground.”

      “It could be,” said Amymone from her tree. “If it would ever send some roots back up here, I would ask it for you.”

      “We would love that. The last thing we need is to run afoul of that plant.” Zel looked at Mike knowingly. “Especially if it’s hungry.”

      Mike nodded, knowing full well what the plant was capable of. “So do I throw this?”

      “You can. This version is water-soluble, so you could dilute it.” She put her hands on his wrists. “Be very careful with it.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Anything else?”

      “While you’re gone, we’re going to increase the centaur presence in response to the Order, but only through the greenhouse. The rats are already shutting down shortcuts to prevent unauthorized access. So if you need us, you’ll have to come the long way.” She wrapped her arms around him and squeezed. “Now promise me you’ll come back safe.”

      “I promise.”

      “And what will I do if you break that promise?”

      “Find me, bring me back, then kill me?”

      “Good. We understand each other.” She stepped back and held him at arm’s length. “Our son needs you. I need you. Don’t forget that, you bastard.”
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      The air above the tarmac rippled like a sheet in the wind, the heat eating through the thin fabric of Mike’s shirt and making him sweat. The entourage had arrived a few minutes earlier than expected, meaning they had to wait for the private jet to come out of its hangar where the Order prepared the plane for the transocean flight. He had no idea what this actually entailed, but the answer satisfied Ratu.

      Flying used to give Mike anxiety, but any fear of heights had been squashed long ago by the piece of Abella’s soul that was now part of his. It had already been discussed that in the event of an emergency, Lily could easily carry him to safety while Ratu used her magic to protect Beth and Quetzalli.

      Ingrid and Wallace stood behind them, looking very much like a pair of Secret Service agents. Mike kept noticing Ingrid would stare at him when she thought he wasn’t looking. When he had inspected her soul, he could see a boiling mass of confusion coupled with desire and rage.

      Lily seemed to notice as well. She kept smirking at the agents like she knew a secret. Other than some brief instructions when everyone was picked up, Ingrid and Wallace had said very little.

      There had been no sign of Cyrus and his team, but Mike already knew they had arrived minutes after he had left. Kisa had contacted him via their telepathic link to let them know they were just wandering the grounds and trying to chat up the centaurs, who they were seeing as humans.

      Kisa had also informed him that Jenny was taking her new role as head of security very seriously. Reggie had even made her a badge for it, which was just an old silver dollar with a sheriff’s star drawn on it in Sharpie that had been hot glued to the outside of her dress. Apparently the cursed doll was at that very moment sitting on the porch swing with Cecilia, watching for any signs of trouble. Mike didn’t know if her sudden interest was because she cared about the house or because he had given her permission to cause trouble if the Order tried to pull anything.

      The doors of the hangar slid open, revealing a sleek-looking white plane with glowing runes down the sides. Mike could tell that several strong enchantments had been placed on it, so took a few steps toward Ratu.

      “Defensive?” he asked, knowing she could see them too.

      “Indeed. Along with cloaking and…” Ratu squinted in the direction of the fuselage. “Interesting. Improved fuel efficiency. That’s one I haven’t seen before.”

      The plane came to a stop nearby, and the cabin door swung down to reveal stairs. At the top, a pair of women in uniform waved for them to come over.

      “Finally,” Lily muttered, hauling a massive suitcase behind her that Mike knew for a fact was just one of her illusions. Once created, it would only continue to exist as long as Lily remained within thirty feet of it.

      One of the women came down the stairs and opened the luggage compartment in the belly of the plane. Mike and the others handed over the bags they had brought, then ascended the airstairs. The other woman, who wore captain bars, smiled pleasantly at them and gestured for them to choose their seats.

      The interior of the cabin was nice and roomy, allowing up to three people to sit next to one another. The seats then alternated which side of the plane they were on, making the cabin appear like a lounge. Mike also noticed a few oblong seats in the back that looked like they folded down into beds.

      “Welcome aboard.” The captain pointed to the overhead bins. “Make sure you tuck away any loose belongings before takeoff.”

      “Will do.” Mike shoved his backpack into the overhead bin. Other than a couple of books, he just had a tablet similar to Abella’s loaded with movies. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had more than an hour to himself, and was looking forward to catching up on what had come out in the last few years. He started to sit by the window but was interrupted by a tap on the shoulder.

      “May I?” Ratu was standing right behind him. “I haven’t been on a plane before and heard the view is spectacular.”

      “Oh, right, of course.” Mike took the middle seat instead. The seats were huge, upholstered in leather, with movable armrests and plenty of legroom. Beth and Quetzalli walked past his row, both of them smirking in his direction.

      Uh-oh. He watched as Lily entered the cabin and tilted down her sunglasses dramatically to inspect the surroundings. She wore a red sundress with a matching wide-brimmed hat and black thigh-high boots. When she saw where Mike was sitting, she licked her lips and headed for the aisle seat.

      “Excuse me, sir, but I think you might be in my seat.” She batted her eyelashes in his direction.

      “Let me see your ticket,” he replied with a chuckle.

      “Sure, I have it right here.” She handed him a slip of paper with a pair of tits drawn along the bottom and the words The Order Eats Ass written across the middle.

      Wallace, who was now behind Lily, got a confused look on his face and reached past her waist to snatch the ticket from her hand. He studied it for a moment with a scowl, then balled it up and tossed it onto the floor.

      “If you don’t want to come, you can fucking—” He was cut off when Ingrid put a hand on his shoulder and shook her head.

      “Down, boy,” Lily muttered, then flopped down into her seat and crossed her legs. “If I’m too much for you, then maybe⁠—”

      “Enough.” Mike put his hand on Lily’s leg and squeezed. “If you can’t behave, I’ll make them swing over the house and we’ll drop you out.”

      “You wouldn’t dare?” Lily raised a hand to her mouth in exaggerated shock.

      “Can I push?” asked Wallace.

      “We’ll aim for the fountain,” Ratu offered, then turned her attention out the window. “Maybe someone will try to catch you if they’re in a good mood. If not, maybe the tip of the fountain will dislodge that stick up your ass.”

      Mike looked at Ratu in horror, then turned back to see that Lily was grinning. The succubus was thriving on the chaos she was sowing, and they hadn’t even taken off yet!

      “Go.” Ingrid nudged her partner from behind. “She’s just fucking with everybody.”

      Lily lowered her glasses and batted her eyelashes in Wallace’s direction. “It’s very true. I do all this for attention, but mainly because I have daddy issues and a history of bad relationships.”

      “Ugh.” Wallace sneered at her, then moved to the back of the cabin. Ingrid settled in a seat across from Wallace, then pulled a face mask from the pocket of her seat and slipped it over her face. It was clear she intended to sleep through the flight—or at least pretend to.

      The captain gave some instructions over the intercom as the plane taxied out toward the runway. They got stuck waiting their turn, and Mike overheard Beth explaining aerodynamics to Quetzalli.

      “So the wings don’t actually flap,” Beth said. “When the engines fire up, the plane goes really fast, which makes air move over the wings. See how they’re curved? There’s more surface area up top, which means⁠—”

      “The air molecules become less dense, causing lift from the higher-pressure air below.” Quetzalli winked. “That part I get. But why not get assistance from the wind itself, or even some air spirits?”

      “Air spirits?” asked Beth.

      Quetzalli looked out the window. “Elementals, maybe, whatever you call them. It would take a really big pair of wings to lift a creature of my…uh, something large, like a roc. A gargoyle is a perfect example, actually. It’s instinctual for magical beings, interacting with the natural world around them to buoy themselves into the air without the need for jet engines.”

      “Elementals.” Beth stared off into space, suddenly deep in thought. Mike turned his attention forward again and saw that Ratu had pressed her face against the glass.

      “Excited?” he asked.

      She nodded, a movement that made her forehead squeak against the glass. “I remember when men were folding wings of wood and throwing themselves off cliffs in an attempt to conquer the sky. I have never ridden on anything other than boats and buses in my entire life, and look forward to seeing the world as a bird does.”

      “It’s not that great,” Lily offered. “Being on a plane just means you can see more idiots at once. Particularly over cities.”

      “Surely such a sight would be cause for self-reflection on the human condition? I can’t imagine people would look down on over a million souls below and not see how they’re part of a bigger picture.”

      Lily frowned. “Unless a loved celebrity tells them how important everything is, they’re content to fester in their own stupidity, especially now that they have social media. It’s like a marinade for ignorance.”

      “Social media?” Ratu looked at Mike for guidance.

      The engines revved up, and the jet started moving toward the runway. The naga spun in her seat and pressed her face against the window once more. Mike chuckled and rubbed her back, noticing immediately the large number of bumpy scales underneath. He could feel her flesh rippling as the plane accelerated, pressing everyone but Ratu back into their seats.

      “Oh, I’ve missed this!” declared Quetzalli from behind him. Ratu had twisted her face to see the front of the plane better, and he fought back a laugh. He had never seen the prim and proper enchantress look so silly.

      Once the plane left the ground and made its ascent, Ratu squealed in delight. “We’re going up! I can see the airport! Wow, look at how tiny all those cars are!”

      “It’s like flying with a toddler,” Lily muttered, then handed over a pack of gum. “You should make her chew some of this before the pressure hits her ears and she cries. Passengers hate a screaming child.”

      “You brought gum?” He took it from her and smiled when he saw it was cinnamon flavored.

      “Not my first plane trip, Romeo.” She blew a bubble, then popped it obnoxiously. “Thought of it this morning when I saw all that Beth was bringing.”

      Now that had him curious. “What all did she bring?” he asked.

      “Snacks. Books. Movies. Pillow. Blanket.” Lily popped her gum again. “It’s at least a ten-hour flight.”

      “We can do it in eight if the wind is right.” This came from Wallace behind them. Mike frowned, realizing the man could hear their conversation. “This plane is much faster than what you’re used to. Anyone else taking a direct flight is looking at almost twelve hours.”

      “Damn.” Mike thought about his carry-on bag. Kisa and Tink had helped him pack it, but he hadn’t thought about packing a variety of things to do. He had spent part of the morning trying to explain his impending absence to Grace, but the little arachne had gotten upset and hidden in the attic. It also didn’t help that he couldn’t remember the last time he had spent more than a few minutes doing nothing. The house kept him busy from sunup to sundown, and now he was just going to sit here half a day.

      “Ah. Ahhh!” Ratu stuck a finger in her ear and wiggled it. “Ow, why is this hurting all of a sudden?”

      “Chew on some gum,” he said, pulling a stick for himself. The naga took a piece and inspected it with a frown.

      “Oh, I see,” she muttered, then popped the stick in. “I hadn’t considered that we would experience such a change in pressure. I thought you said these cabins were pressurized?”

      “They are,” Mike replied. “But not to sea level. Someone smarter than me probably knows why.”

      He half expected Wallace to offer an answer. Ingrid was now reclined in her seat with her foot up on a stool that swiveled out in front of her. Mike found his own footstool and pulled it out. If he was going to be bored, at least he would be comfortable.

      The plane reached cruising altitude, and Mike heard the faint hiss of soda being opened. He looked back and saw that Beth had pulled a six-pack of Sprite along with a huge bag of trail mix out of her carry-on and was listening intently to Quetzalli as the dragon described nearby cloud formations.

      “Damn.” Lily turned and looked back as well. “What are the odds she has booze?”

      “Pretty good, I’m sure.” Mike got up and pulled his carry-on from the overhead bin. He had crammed a few things in it, but it was stuff he thought he might need. Being honest with himself, he had been in a hurry and more worried about his daughter, which had resulted in a lack of preparation for his flight. When he unzipped the backpack, he discovered a ziplock bag underneath a folded piece of paper. He pulled the paper free and opened it, only to hear Lily snort beside him.

      Mike smiled at the picture Tink had drawn of him plowing her from behind. She had colored it with crayons, which made it even more hilarious. At the top of the paper were the words Come home soon!

      “How many veins did she draw on your dick?” Lily snatched the paper away and scrutinized it. “This is hilarious.”

      He snatched his letter back and tucked it into his bag. The ziplock bag came out, and he laughed. Tink and Kisa had packed it full of Eggo waffles they had toasted and then stuffed with peanut butter as if they were giant Oreo cookies.

      “At least I won’t go hungry,” he said with a smile, then let out a gasp. Down in the depths of his bag, past his flip-flops and shorts, were a pair of canned beers. When he pulled one free, he winced when he heard the faint ripping of cobwebs beneath them. Scowling, he shifted his bag around to discover that Grace had smeared webbing all over the bottom of his bag. She had taken his bag away this morning before he could pack it, but he’d had no idea she had done this.

      He did his best to scrape the webbing off his beer before pulling it free. Lily had gotten out of her seat and was asking Wallace about in-flight entertainment. Ratu had her forehead pressed so hard to the top of the window that there were marks on her face when she looked away.

      “I thought it would be more like a roller coaster,” she told him, using her hand to elaborate. “A constant up-and-down motion.”

      “Yeah, that would get old after a few minutes.” He cracked open his beer and pulled out his tablet. “I’ve got some movies saved on here if you want to watch one with me.”

      “Movies?” Ratu’s emerald eyes lit up, and the scales on her neck and face shifted. They had become more prominent during the plane’s ascent, and there was no doubting her nature now. “I can’t remember the last time I saw a movie.”

      “Welcome to the twenty-first century.” He offered her an earbud, which she scrutinized before jamming in her ear. Mike turned his tablet sideways and showed Ratu how to scroll through his movie library. “Any requests?”

      She leaned into him, and the scent of chamomile tea drifted over him like a blanket. Ratu poked at his screen, then tapped on one of the pictures. “Who is that?”

      “Chris Evans,” he replied. “And that movie is part of a series.”

      “I wish to watch movies with him.” She wrapped her arm around his. “This man is very pretty.”

      “Here, we’ll start with the one where he punches Nazis.” Mike tapped the screen and watched the Marvel logo spin up. Ratu pressed into him, and he was suddenly conscious that her nipples had gone hard beneath her silken blouse and pressed into his arm.

      Yeah, well, Chris Evans has that effect on people, he thought to himself with a grin. He couldn’t help but notice that the top of Ratu’s head fit perfectly underneath his jaw as she snuggled into him and watched the movie.

      Lily managed to raise enough hell with Wallace that the man showed her where the mini fridge was, and the succubus returned carrying an armful of snacks and a bottle of wine.

      “Those assholes were holding out on us,” she declared loudly, then popped the cork on the wine. “There’s more back there if you want any.”

      Mike made a point to throw a frown back at Wallace, who was looking out the window and likely feigning interest in a passing cloud. Ingrid was still in her seat with her blindfold on.

      Lily licked the tip of the bottle seductively, then slammed the first third of it. “Oh, that’s way nicer than I expected,” she said with a giggle, then leaned against Mike and whispered in his ear. “Sleeping Beauty is scrying.”

      Mike shook his head and pushed the bottle away. “No thanks,” he told her, pretending she had just asked if he wanted any. “Doesn’t pair well with my in-flight meal.”

      “You’re lame,” she replied with a pout, then drank a bit more. “I’m gonna see if the girls want some.” Lily rose and sauntered back to where Beth and Quetzalli sat, most likely to pass along the information.

      Ratu squeezed Mike’s arm and gasped in response to the movie. She had taken the tablet from him and clutched it tightly in her fingers. “It looks so real,” she whispered.

      “Yep. They’ve gotten pretty good at that.”

      “Indeed.” The naga licked her lips and looked at him. “Are airplanes always so cold inside?”

      “They can be.” He turned around and looked at Wallace. “Do you guys have blankets?”

      Wallace ignored him.

      “It’s fine,” Ratu said, then ignited a ball of fire in her hand and set it to hover above their seat.

      Ingrid practically leaped out of her chair and shrieked while Wallace ran to the back of the plane for a fire extinguisher. Ratu had dismissed the fireball by the time Ingrid arrived, smirking at the mage.

      “I was getting cold is all,” she said with a sinister grin.

      “No fire on the plane,” Ingrid said, her face so pale Mike thought she was going to pass out. “Never. I don’t care who you are, I’ll⁠—”

      Wallace took Ingrid by the shoulders and pushed her toward the back of the plane. He paused long enough to open an overhead compartment and pull out a stack of blankets, which he tossed down at Mike.

      “Thanks,” Ratu said, then grinned. “It’s my first time on a plane. I apologize.”

      Wallace grunted, then looked toward the back of the plane where Ingrid sat gripping the arms of her seat. “Yeah, well…no magic on the plane.”

      He left to comfort his partner, who looked like she was going to be sick. Mike turned his attention back to Ratu and showed her how they could lean the seats back and then covered both of them with blankets in an attempt to keep her warm. Lily eventually returned to her seat with a couple of the books Beth had brought along as well as another bottle of wine. The first one was already empty, the bottle now rolling around beneath her seat.

      As for Mike and Ratu, the two of them watched the rest of the movie, and she immediately requested the sequel, her body slowly entwining with his. They were about halfway through this movie when she shifted, her head brushing against his chin.

      “Caretaker. A question.” The naga kept her attention on the screen as she spoke.

      “If it’s about the plot, I’m afraid I’ve only seen a few of these movies. I was too busy with my magic house to watch them all.”

      Ratu chuckled. “It’s not about that. Rather, I was curious. Does it offend you that I find this man to be so attractive?”

      “Not in the slightest.” He had his arm around her shoulders so gave her a reassuring squeeze. “Your feelings are your own. They aren’t mine to control.”

      “I see.” She shifted around and put her hand on his chest. “What if I were to take him for a lover? Would that upset you?”

      “Only if you didn’t get me an autograph.” He cast a glance over his shoulder at Beth, thinking briefly of her own relationships. As if sensing his attention, she looked up at him over the top of her tablet and winked. She and Quetzalli were also watching a movie. “I don’t own you or anybody. As long as your relationship didn’t threaten the safety of the house, you’d be free to pursue life as you chose.”

      She let out a contented sigh and slid her hand beneath his shirt. He was suddenly aware of how warm her hand was. Shifting around, he adjusted the blanket just as Ratu’s hand slid lower and beneath the waistband of his shorts.

      “Is it wrong that my lust for him has inspired this?” she whispered, her tongue flicking at the air. “That you are about to benefit from feelings he has brought me?”

      “I don’t know that this is the best place,” he began, but Ratu’s hand was suddenly on his cock.

      “Discretion, then,” she cooed. “I want to see how many times I can make you come without our hosts noticing.”

      He let out a tiny gasp when a second hand joined Ratu’s, then turned to look at Lily. The succubus was busy with her book, but her right hand had slid beneath the blanket as well, and she flashed him a grin.

      “Both of you?” he gasped as they started stroking him. Ratu continued to work the base of his shaft while Lily toyed with the head of his penis. A third appendage teased his testicles, and he realized Lily’s tail had come into play.

      “That’s a neat trick,” Ratu muttered, her eyes still on Mike’s phone. He wasn’t sure if she was referring to Lily or the movie but couldn’t bring himself to care. Lily’s tail slid along his cock to secrete a lubricant that both women now used to stroke him.

      Lily didn’t reply, continuing to stare at her book. Her tail slid along his thigh while the women continued stroking him. He wanted to reciprocate, but his free hand was currently on Ratu’s hip. If he stretched, he could stroke her ass, but that was it.

      “If you hold the tablet, I can—” He was silenced when Ratu put a finger to his lips.

      “There’s always tomorrow,” she whispered. “For now, I just want to get you off.”

      As she said this, Lily’s tail moved to the head of his cock and pressed against it. He felt it transform into a wet mouth that slid down onto his glans and started sucking.

      “You’re the boss,” he replied, then bit down on his lip to silence a groan.

      The two of them jerked him off while he got tail sucked. Ratu kept watching their movie until Mike’s stomach muscles tensed up. The naga lifted her head long enough to look over the seats, then slid underneath the blanket and yanked Lily’s tail off him to take its place.

      Ever the gentleman, Mike paused the movie. He had to bite his fist to remain silent as Ratu’s long tongue wrapped around his shaft and squeezed as she blew him. Lily seemed content to allow the naga to have full rein right until Mike came. That was when the succubus grabbed the back of Ratu’s head and shoved her all the way down.

      He bottomed out in Ratu’s throat as she unhinged her jaw. Her head bobbed up and down beneath the blanket as she swallowed his load, then popped free. Mike looked over his shoulder to see if anyone had noticed. Other than a knowing wink from Beth, nobody indicated that they had seen what happened.

      Lily’s hand toyed with the head of his cock, keeping him erect. Ratu joined in, and the two of them teased him some more. Over his shoulder, he heard Ingrid squirming in her seat, as if she couldn’t get comfy. He wondered if she was still scrying them. If so, she was getting quite the show.

      Smirking to himself, he allowed them to continue. Though he had just come, he no longer had a refractory period and was shooting another load soon enough, this time into Lily’s tail pussy. Lily licked her lips and then belched dramatically.

      They teased him like this for well over an hour. Eventually, the two of them gave him a break and allowed him to eat his snack. The copilot actually came back to show them where some food was kept, and Lily proceeded to make herself an enormous meal, which she devoured completely. Both Ingrid and Wallace were throwing her dirty looks, which Lily ignored.

      Quetzalli’s face was pressed to the glass of her window so hard that her breasts were squished against the wall, and she was mumbling to herself about the various clouds she spotted, as if they were old friends. They were completely over the ocean without any land in sight. This was the most dangerous part of the journey. If the Order tried something here, Mike’s options would be very limited. Lily could fly him to safety, but they would all be in the middle of the ocean.

      The thought gave him chills, but he relied on his magic to get him through. His danger sense didn’t so much as chirp, even when Ingrid disappeared into the bathroom for over thirty minutes.

      “I see it!” Beth cried, leaning across Quetzalli to look out the window. Lily was out of her seat, swaying back and forth, clutching her third bottle of wine.

      “Yeah, vacation!” Lily stripped off her sundress over her head and threw it. She had on a red bikini underneath. “Spring break!”

      “You need to control your help,” Wallace added. “This is hardly a vacation.”

      “I don’t pay her,” Mike countered with a grin. “Let her be excited.”

      The plane turned, and now the island was on his side of the plane. The ocean changed color as more of the shallows came into view, and the ominous dark blue was replaced by yellows and greens. The island of Maui grew larger as they circled the southern edge and dropped altitude.

      “We’ve got a private strip,” Wallace announced as he sat in his seat and buckled up. “The landing is rough sometimes. Might wanna buckle up.”

      Everyone obeyed. Just as the sounds of metallic clicking stopped, the plane hit turbulence and dropped. Quetzalli let out a loud whoop and began describing what had just happened to Beth. Ratu clung to Mike’s arm and buried her head in his chest.

      “Oh, I hate that,” she whispered, just as the plane did it again.

      “Think of it like a bus hitting a bump,” offered Lily. “I promise it feels worse than⁠—”

      The plane lurched again, and they were suddenly over a small airfield. When the tires hit the tarmac, the plane roared in defiance as the wing flaps rose and it rapidly lost speed. Glowing runes formed along the wings, and the whole cabin glowed briefly with a magical field that held everyone in place. They came to a stop in less than ten seconds before the field vanished.

      “What the hell was that?” Beth asked.

      “It’s a short strip,” replied Ingrid, who stood. “We usually land at the airport, but I instructed the captain to land here instead. Remember that data leak we discussed earlier?” She looked at Mike.

      He nodded. “You think someone is waiting there for us?”

      “I don’t. But your safety is my job right now. If someone is there, they’re gonna be waiting a long time.” She lifted the overhead compartment and pulled out her bag. “Once we’re ready, we can go.”

      When the plane door opened, humidity flooded the plane. He heard Beth inhale the scent and let out a massive sigh. Lily had already grabbed her stuff and was running down the stairs.

      “Welcome to Maui,” offered the captain from the door of the cockpit. Mike thanked the pilot and her copilot and then stepped out into the hot sun.

      “Shit,” he muttered, his senses suddenly overwhelmed. He clung to the railing, afraid to let go for fear of falling.

      “Mike?” Ratu was right behind him, and she put a hand on his shoulder. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” he muttered. The island was so alive! The jungle nearby was a choir of whispers as the trees sang for afternoon rain. Through the thick of the wilderness, the alien thoughts of the arachnid population bombarded his mind. It took a few moments to steady himself and shut out the onslaught of information. By then, the others were watching him with curiosity from above.

      “Problem?” asked Wallace.

      “First time here. Just taking it all in,” Mike answered, then took the last couple of steps down. Even with a mental barrier erected, he could feel the energy of the island all around him. It was so different from the greenhouse or even the forests of Oregon.

      “Oh my God, I can smell the ocean,” Beth shouted, which got her a dirty look from Lily. Ratu was by Mike’s side, a sad smile on her face. When he asked her about it, she just muttered that it reminded her of home and said no more.

      A black limo was waiting for them, and once the luggage bay was opened, a member of the Order climbed inside to pull out their bags. Lily winked at Mike as the bay was cleaned out, then raised hell when her massive bag was nowhere to be found.

      Mike and the others waited inside the limo as Lily caused a scene, shouting at Ingrid, the captains, and the ground crew. He almost felt bad for the people just doing their jobs, but they were part of an organization planning to betray him. If he didn’t let Lily blow off steam now, there was no telling what she might do later.

      He chuckled quietly to himself once Lily was promised they would replace all her belongings. If nothing else, he was interested to see what sort of crap she could get them to buy for her.

      The limo had a minibar, and Beth helped herself to a sparkling water. Mike noticed there wasn’t any alcohol inside and figured Lily was likely the reason. She had been staggering around outside, making a fool of herself after theoretically drinking three bottles of wine on the flight, so it wasn’t surprising to think they had called ahead to have it removed. When everybody was ready to leave, Wallace and Ingrid didn’t sit in the back. They sat up front with the driver, the partition raised.

      “It’s so beautiful,” Beth said, gazing out the window as they drove down from the private airstrip. “I don’t know that I’ve ever seen so many trees.”

      “It used to look like that everywhere,” Ratu added. “Back before humanity cut everything down. Imagine having to carve your way through the wilderness just to get anywhere.”

      “Which is why some of us flew.” Quetzalli winked. “Being on the plane was both exhilarating and sad.” She opened her mouth to say something else, but Beth put a hand on the dragon’s knee and shook her head.

      The car took them south first, then along the west side of the island. Mike lost track of how many resorts they passed and had to blink twice when they pulled onto a dirt road between a pair of dilapidated buildings. Wondering where they were going, he watched in awe as reality rippled and a tall building appeared before them. It had a modern look to the front and curved just like a palm tree. In the middle was an elevator encased in a glass tube that went all the way to the top. Out front, there was a massive fountain with a pair of attendants waiting by the edge of the street. The limo stopped, and the doors were opened for them.

      “Welcome to Paradise.”

      Mike thought the attendant was being cute, but saw the word Paradise was mounted on the side of the building.

      “May we take your bags?”

      “I wouldn’t,” slurred Lily. “They’re gonna lose them!”

      “Don’t mind her,” Mike said, then slid one hand around Lily’s waist. “She’s drunk.”

      The attendants, both men, smiled weakly, then accepted bags from everyone else and pulled the rest from the trunk. A woman with dark skin and a pleated headband came out to greet them. Mike could sense the magic buzzing around her.

      “My name is Aurora,” she said, then turned to Mike. “Are you the Caretaker?”

      “That’s me.”

      “Good. I am the concierge, I have your wristbands right here.” She held up a small stack of black wristbands. They were made from woven leather fibers with gemstones tucked between them. “You’ll need these to get around the resort.”

      “Oh, pretty.” Quetzalli stuck her hand out, and Aurora slid it onto her wrist. The woven bands tightened, and Mike saw a flash of light from the stones.

      “So what do those do?” he asked.

      “There is a barrier around Paradise. Without these bands, you cannot cross the threshold without a member of our staff present. They also let our people know you’re supposed to be here, and under what guise. You are all registered as VIP, meaning you have full access to the facilities as well as a personal guard.”

      “And how will you know where we are?” Beth asked. “Through the bracelets?”

      “Through the bracelets.” Aurora smiled and slid one over Beth’s wrist. “They also have a shield enchantment on them. It sounds like you all may be going on an excursion, and a little extra protection is always welcome.”

      “What a great idea.” Beth held hers out at arm’s length. “What do you think, Ratu?”

      The naga inspected it as if it were a fine piece of jewelry. “It is rather lovely,” she said. “But I see there’s also a tracking enchantment. You’ll know exactly where we are at all times.”

      “For your safety,” Aurora added with a smile. “It’s a big island, and we have to be able to find you at a moment’s notice.”

      “Can we take them off?” asked Beth.

      “No. The last thing we want is to lose track of a valued asset.” Aurora looked at Mike. “It really is for your safety, and the safety of our staff. They are quite comfortable, and you’ll hardly know they’re there.”

      Mike looked at the others. Of all the things they had considered, a tracking device hadn’t been on the list, at least not one they couldn’t remove.

      “Aw, don’t be a bitch about it,” Lily said, then held out her wrist. Aurora slid the band on, and it tightened up on its own, the leather cords sliding through each other as the braids tightened. “They just want to help. Look at how pretty they are!”

      With one motion, Lily lifted her right arm and then fell into Mike, causing him to stagger. When that happened, Lily shoved his right arm back and pinned it behind him. Her tail slid between them and rose, now a perfect copy of his arm.

      “Yeah, okay,” he said and watched as Aurora put the bracelet on Lily’s tail. The fake hand slid into his pocket where he jammed his own hand as he stepped away from the succubus. Her tail vanished. “Lily, you stink,” he muttered, pinching his nose.

      “That’s because…” Her eyes crossed, and she let out a nasty belch, then puked on the side of the limo. In the ensuing chaos, Mike moved back, careful to keep his left hand hidden. Wallace stormed off in disgust as Ingrid sighed and grabbed Lily by the waist.

      “I’ll take her to her room,” she declared, then marched Lily off. Mike joined the others as Aurora’s smile returned, and she took them on a tour of Paradise.

      The resort was mostly empty. There were a few people lounging in chairs around the pool, but they all avoided eye contact with Mike and the others. A couple of them had strong magical auras around them, but Mike didn’t study them too hard. He didn’t need any extra attention of his own.

      “So this place is typically used for our own people,” Aurora said, gesturing to the building. “Members of the Order often find themselves in high-stress situations, and this is how we combat that. It also works as a retreat for people who have endured nasty psychic attacks, or even suffered through a catastrophic loss. We actually have similar facilities across the globe that cater to different types of people and mythological beings.”

      “Like what?” Beth paused at a doorway and stared down toward the beach. Her gaze became distant.

      “That’s not something we divulge, miss.” Aurora smiled. “However, as an example, this would be a terrible place for a vampire to unwind.”

      “I thought vampires were evil?” Mike lifted an eyebrow. “Why would you host one at all?”

      “It’s a big world, Mr. Radley, and it takes all kinds. By the way, that building by the pool is the beach bar. It’s open day or night. They’ll make you whatever your heart desires…within reason. We also have a formal restaurant if you prefer a sit-down experience.”

      “What about the beach?” asked Beth. “Do we have beach access?”

      Aurora smiled. “We do. There’s a natural barrier that’s been enchanted to keep outsiders away. We call it the Cove. It’s technically the only private beach here on the island.”

      “I want to go to the Cove,” Beth said, then turned to Aurora. “Where are our rooms? I want my bathing suit.”

      Aurora chuckled. “You’re an ocean person, aren’t you?”

      “You have no idea.” Beth’s eyes were practically sparkling.

      Aurora led the way, taking them to a fourth-floor suite with a massive balcony. There were six different rooms, and Mike was given the biggest one. Aurora gave them a wave and asked them to stop by the front desk later on if they had any questions.

      Once the door was shut, Beth inspected the bracelet on her hand. Ratu did the same, but Quetzalli wandered outside to stand on the balcony.

      “I should have seen this coming,” Beth said.

      Mike held a finger to his lips and then looked at Quetzalli. “How’s the view?” he asked.

      “It’s so lovely,” replied the storm dragon from the balcony. She turned to face them, and her features twisted up. “Oh, right.” She came back inside and closed her eyes, spreading her fingers apart. A static field filled the room, and the dragon pointed at two outlets, a lamp, and then a light over the room. One by one, they found the listening devices and had Quetzalli short them out permanently. Ratu did her own inspection of the room and disabled three different magical glyphs that did the same thing. They went from room to room and repeated the process, only to discover Lily in her own room, naked save for her boots and masturbating.

      “What took you so long?” she drawled, then patted the bed. Mike said nothing and waited for Quetzalli and Ratu to sweep the room. Once it was clear of devices, Lily’s clothes appeared on her body.

      “Seriously, what took you so long? I’ve been putting on a show for these perverts, but a girl has needs.” She pulled out her cell phone. “I already sent some pictures home, we’ve just been waiting for…there. Eulalie knows we’re ready.”

      “Great. Also, thanks for this.” Mike pulled the bracelet out of his pocket. “That was quick thinking.”

      “Anytime, Romeo. Eulalie is already working on a clone you can wear, just make sure to keep that one on you.”

      He winked and headed to his room, where his stuff was waiting. He sat down on the bed and quickly unpacked. He hadn’t bothered packing much.

      “Hey there.” Ratu stood in the doorway. “Beth said she’s going to head down to the beach. Quetzalli might go with her. I guess that leaves me and you.”

      “It does.” He stood up and handed her his bracelet. “I guess move it around for me.”

      She chuckled and tucked the bracelet away. “How long until the rats get here?”

      “Thirty minutes to an hour,” he replied.

      “Good.” Ratu closed the door behind her and slid out of her shorts. The scales on her inner thighs glistened in the light. “Because I do believe there’s a debt to be paid.”

      He paid it gladly.

      ---

      The field team was spread across three vehicles just a mile away from the Radley property. Cyrus sat in the passenger seat with a dossier in his lap, doing his best to feign scrutiny. On more than a couple occasions, he wondered if any of the others could sense his reluctance or uncertainty.

      He had texted Mike shortly after his meeting with Ingrid two nights ago. It had been easy enough to lie and say that his new life had a few strings he needed to snip to keep curious friends and neighbors away. The Order was no stranger to extracting someone from a double life, but Cyrus needed to be able to slip back into his new routine with minimal effort.

      In truth, he had been afraid that Mike would accuse him of deception. His initial interest in the home had been cautious curiosity, which had slowly become academic. Soon his weekly visits had become the highlights of his month, even though Mike didn’t trust him to enter beyond the front door. There was a gentle camaraderie between him and the denizens of the home, and he felt a stronger connection to Mike, Lily, and Death than he had ever experienced with members of the Order.

      Lily. He secretly hoped the succubus believed him. Even if Mike doubted his intentions, it depressed him to think she thought less of him. Maybe it was because she had spared his life, or perhaps it was because he secretly enjoyed when she dropped by to give him a hard time. How many times had the two of them stayed up late arguing about morality? Or what about all the times she had dropped by to talk about her hobby of hunting down human shit bags to feed on?

      The driver, a brunette mage named Laurel, pulled a phone out of her inner pocket when it dinged. “Mike Radley is in the air,” she said.

      “Let’s go.” He watched the other two cars pull onto the road first before they followed. They didn’t want Mike second-guessing anything before he left, or at least that was what Cyrus had told the director.

      Cyrus hadn’t been out of the game that long, but the director had skyrocketed through the ranks as the older members had been picked off one at a time. Truthfully, he didn’t know much about the man other than that he ordinarily wouldn’t have been up for the position. Not only had he been too far down the ladder, but the Council rarely promoted outsiders who hadn’t grown up inside the Order.

      The men and women in the back rows said very little as they parked their cars just inside the boundary of the property. When they all disembarked, the groundskeeping staff maintaining the vegetation along the outer walls immediately wandered away. Cyrus found it interesting that it was nigh impossible to track them visually. Sometimes he would blink, and that was enough for the man or woman to vanish from sight.

      “So just a few reminders, people.” Cyrus gathered everyone up in a circle. All together, there were sixteen of them. At least three of his people were rookies, so he had paired them with more experienced members.

      “First of all, no hostile magic past this point.” He moved next to the stone wall and pointed up at the lion above. “We don’t fully understand the defensive mechanism of this home, but I have been assured that these lions are capable of ripping you in half. If someone does make that mistake, you are all under strict orders to not fight back.”

      A man on the side shook his head in disgust. “So if they attack us, we just have to sit there and take it?”

      Cyrus scowled. “If one person fires a hostile spell, we have one dead mage or Knight. If six of you come to their aid, we now have seven people dead. This isn’t about bravery, proving a point, or fighting back. It’s pure action, reaction.”

      The man seemed mollified, but Cyrus made a mental note to keep an eye on him. The last thing he needed was a troublemaker.

      “We all have our primary mission, which is to protect this home from invaders.” This wasn’t true, but he said it for the sake of selling the act. “That means investigative procedures at all times. If you find an unsecured entry into the home, you are to report it to me immediately.”

      This got a collective nod from the group. Already, men and women were doing a final gear check. The team as a whole was carrying enough priceless magical artifacts that Cyrus knew there would be an audit after this was done.

      “In regard to our secondary mission, we do not want to disturb the locals under any circumstance.” For this statement, he made explicit eye contact with everybody. “You’ve all seen the dossier. If they decide we’re hostile, we leave. This is their territory, and you absolutely will not survive an encounter, no matter how fast you think your blade is.”

      A few people looked away as if bored. Gods, where was their discipline? Had the Order fallen so far in only two years?

      “Do you have any questions for me?” He scanned the group.

      “I have one.” Laurel raised her hand. “Do I have it correct that only the Caretaker can gain us entry?”

      “You do.”

      “And everything we see here is an illusion?”

      Cyrus nodded. “Yes. Unless the denizens interact with you in a way that disrupts the magic, you can’t trust any of your senses, or even your memories.”

      “Okay.” Laurel turned her attention to the house and studied it. Cyrus didn’t like that look at all. She obviously had come up with an idea, and the fact she hadn’t shared her thoughts meant he had at least one rogue operator on his hands. He would definitely keep an eye on her.

      “Well, that’s it for now. Alpha and Beta teams will establish a perimeter. Delta, you’ve got meal duty today. Gamma team?” He looked at the others, then pointed at Laurel. The woman was far too competent to leave unsupervised. “Benson, I’m swapping you and Cole out for Laurel and Mads.”

      Benson shrugged and walked over to take Laurel’s place in Beta team. Cole, who was a rookie, followed close behind.

      “Why are we shifting roles at the last second?” asked Laurel.

      “A gut feeling,” Cyrus replied. “I have over sixty years’ experience doing this. I’m a miserable grouch. I’m an asshole. Whatever excuse makes you happiest.”

      Mads, a bald thirty-year old who was Laurel’s Knight, snorted and wandered over. Laurel looked suspicious but said nothing else.

      Yeah, definitely something going on there. It occurred to him now that when he had left his apartment this morning, Laurel had insisted he ride with her. She was clearly a head above the rest, but by how far?

      The teams spread out, and Cyrus began his work in earnest. He kept his mind a clean slate as he wandered around the property, making certain to reconduct the tests Mike had given him permission to do several times over the last year.

      Most of what he had done on Mike’s property had been for the Caretaker’s own understanding of what was going on. Cyrus himself had been a subject of Mike’s own experiments. Since Mike was inside the geas, he had no real idea what anything looked like to an outsider. One day, he’d had Cyrus describe a small parade of women who had wandered around the yard. At the end of the day, Cyrus had learned that all of them had marched around in different stages of nudity, but the geas had clothed them to avoid rocking the boat.

      Mike had also hinted that the geas was alive, but hadn’t gone into much detail otherwise. Over a year ago, it had strengthened to the point that Cyrus had been forced to test anew, astounded that not only the results but also his memories had changed. He hated knowing the geas could manipulate his mind without permission, but the more powerful the spell, the fewer rules it needed to follow.

      Laurel silently did a few diagnostic tests of her own, then wandered around in an attempt to speak with the locals. The groundskeeping staff was very adept at disappearing at the last moment, but Laurel managed to corner a couple and chat with them. It was clear she was trying to be friendly, but Cyrus recognized the mask she wore all too well.

      Friends today, foes tomorrow. He looked up from the diagnostic runes he had drawn into the dirt with a silver-tipped wand. The runes glowed and faded into the ground, sending up a wisp of smoke. He coughed, the smell clinging to his nostrils.

      “What are you doing?” Laurel’s voice surprised him, and he immediately stood.

      “Testing to see if the geas is causing space to bend.” He handed her the wand. “It was supposed to measure GPS coordinates, but it stopped working about fifty feet away from the wall.”

      “Which suggests the space is probably still folded.” Laurel twirled the wand in her hand. “I’ve been digging through the records and have a suspicion that the home has recently undergone a massive expansion.”

      “Oh really?” She wasn’t wrong, but he wanted to hear why.

      “Just look at the rest of the neighborhood. The houses are a tenth the size. The neighbors here are older and have plenty of stories of things they think they’ve seen. But do you know what I figured out? The geas may be able to alter memories we already have, but it doesn’t create new ones.” She gestured toward the front yard. “I can guarantee kids would have snuck in there just to look around, especially when this place was abandoned. And yet there’s not a single mention of it anywhere. It doesn’t even show up on social media until Halloween a couple years back, as if it came out of nowhere.”

      “Huh.” That was a surprisingly astute observation from the younger mage. Cyrus scratched at his chin, and looked up at the house. “So if a basketball court appeared tomorrow, we would think it had always been there. People would remember seeing it. As for actually interacting with it…”

      “Yep.” Laurel looked very pleased with herself. “I suppose you might get an anecdote from a neighbor about the time they crossed the court to retrieve a lost Frisbee, but never a story about a pickup game that happened.”

      “There you are.” A dark figure loomed over both of them, and Laurel took a step back in fright, reaching for her wand. Mads stepped forward and drew his blade, but Death just stared at the Knight with eyes that blazed with curiosity. He shifted his gaze toward Cyrus. “I was wondering when we would meet again.”

      “Um…uh…” Cyrus wasn’t certain how to respond at the sudden appearance of the grim reaper.

      “Meet again?” Laurel sounded out of breath and immediately suspicious. “We’ve never met before!”

      “Why of course we have.” Death sipped a cup of tea and turned his attention to Laurel. “How many times have you courted me, guided my hand, or even evaded my grasp? I have stood beside you in both your finest and darkest moments, and yet you all treat me as a stranger. For this reason alone, all of you can see me.”

      “This isn’t possible,” muttered Laurel.

      “It is improbable, unlikely, far-fetched, or perhaps just difficult to believe. Inevitable, yes, but impossible? I think not.” Death grinned at the three of them. “For you see, I eventually meet everyone.”

      “You’re just a spirit,” Mads declared. “Trying to screw with us.”

      Death chuckled. “Perhaps one more than the other. Or both. Maybe neither.”

      Cyrus bit his lip to hold back a laugh. It was definitely the latter of the two.

      “What do you want with us?” demanded Laurel.

      “I am to be your guide, your liaison with the denizens of the house.” Death reached into his robe and pulled out a biscuit, which he dipped in his tea. “Mike Radley informed me Master Cyrus was in charge and that he was old enough that he practically had one foot in the grave already.”

      “Hardly,” Cyrus replied.

      “What is he to you?” Laurel asked. “If you really are Death?”

      The grim reaper loomed over the woman and then threw a glance at her partner. “Why, my dear child, he’s my best friend, my bosom buddy, my ride or die. We are even friends on Facebook!”

      “He doesn’t have a Facebook account,” replied Laurel. “Not an active one, anyway.”

      “Which is why I logged in with his phone and then accepted my own friend request.” Death shook his head. “And you young people think you are so good with technology.”

      “C’mon, Laurel.” Mads put away his blade and jerked his thumb toward the greenhouse. “This guy isn’t worth your time.”

      “And yet one day, you will have all the time in the world for me.” Death tossed the biscuit into his mouth and bit down, the confection vanishing from sight. “I’ll see you all soon enough.”

      “Is that a threat?” Mads asked, his lip twitching.

      Death contemplated the man, then held up a finger. “You’ve just reminded me. We are almost out of chamomile.”

      “Bah.” Mads stormed off, and Laurel followed.

      Once they were out of earshot, Cyrus turned to the figure.

      “So you’re my personal guide?”

      “Indeed. We felt this was the safest way to establish open and honest communication, which is the cornerstone to—darn.” Death stared at the biscuit he had just dropped, then knelt and picked it up. With a bony digit, he flicked a chunk of dirt off the corner. “It is a good thing it has been less than five seconds.”

      “I don’t think that’s how it works,” Cyrus mumbled.

      “And yet I do not care.” Death bit into the biscuit and made a face. “That is far grittier than I prefer them.”

      Cyrus rolled his eyes and turned to look at Laurel and Mads. “I’m not being scried right now. That was Ingrid’s trick, and she can’t penetrate the geas from outside. We had a whole chat about it last night and this morning. She can be rather intense.”

      “The woman from yesterday?” Death nodded knowingly. “She would see me clearer than most.”

      “So what do you have for me?”

      “This.” Death handed Cyrus a card. It was embossed with skulls surrounded by white flowers.

      Curious, Cyrus opened the card and laughed. “It’s an invitation for tea in the garden this evening.”

      “Indeed. Come.” Death gestured for Cyrus to follow. The two of them walked together into the backyard and past the fountain. Down by the wrought-iron gate, a small structure was being constructed. It looked like a fancy shed, but only the frame had been put up. A diminutive woman in a hard hat held a nail gun while Yuki braced a piece of wood using a pillar of ice for support. Cyrus had formally met the kitsune last spring when she had joined them all for tea and a game of bridge.

      “Stupid fucking nail gun!” The woman in the hard hat adjusted her safety goggles, slapped the side of the device onto a nearby rock, then fired it a couple dozen times. Cyrus gaped in awe when he saw the nails had been evenly distributed to hold the panel in place.

      “Looks like it isn’t jammed anymore.” Yuki turned her attention to Cyrus and studied him for a moment, as if sizing him up. It was eerie how easily she feigned this being their first meeting, but he expected no less from a fox demon. “Good morning. You must be Master Cyrus. My name is Yuki.”

      “A pleasure to meet you. What are you doing?”

      “Building a teahouse, what’s it look like?” Yuki picked up another panel and tossed it toward the building. Pillars of ice pinned the piece of wood into place, and the short woman fired her nail gun a few more times, locking it down.

      “There will be a table set up later. You can bring the others if you wish. It won’t be a problem,” said Death.

      Cyrus nodded but could already think of someone who would demand to come. “I’ll be here. Ten in the evening is rather late though.”

      “It’ll all make sense tonight.” Death handed Cyrus a biscuit and started to walk away, then turned back around and held out another piece of paper. “Though, I was wondering if you could do me a favor.”

      “What do you need?” Cyrus took the paper and unfolded it.

      “Biscuits. We’re out.” With that, Death left him behind and walked into the house.

      ---

      “You wanted to see me, sir?” Ingrid stood at attention and waited for the director to turn around. The man sat in front of a bank of monitors, examining footage of Mike Radley entering the building on at least three of them. Two of the monitors had gone blank, and a small one displayed a map of the resort with five colored dots. It was the group from the Radley house, each of them labeled with a letter. Mike and Ratu were currently sharing a room while Quetzalli and Beth were busy checking out the infinity pool on the balcony. Lily was in her room, probably sleeping off all the booze she had consumed.

      The director stood next to the map, tapping his index finger on Mike as if lost in thought.

      Ingrid waited one minute, then two. Wondering if the man hadn’t heard her, she cleared her throat. “Sir?”

      “It’s disgusting, isn’t it? Consorting outside your own species. I see the appeal, but…” The director turned around and sighed, then gestured for Ingrid to sit. “I read your report regarding the flight and must say I’m rather disappointed.”

      “Sir?” Ingrid took her chair and felt suddenly small in the man’s presence. He had a magical aura that was almost tangible, the pressure pushing her into her seat.

      “Not in you, no.” He waved dismissively in her direction. “Your report was impeccable, I’m referring to…this.” He spun in his chair and pointed at the looped footage of Mike entering the resort. “These women, they adore him. We had suspicions, but it would seem his actions on the plane confirm them. The man has a nymph’s magic, meaning he will slake his thirst for flesh. Based on his psych profile, he desires control, consistency, and stability. Where better to find it than with women who rely on him?”

      With a few more button presses, the ladies in Mike’s entourage got their own screens. One at a time, the director gestured at the women. “His attorney. The intern. His spiritual adviser. And…” He stopped to double-check his files when he got to Quetzalli’s picture. “His life coach?”

      “I have yet to catch the man in a lie.” Ingrid bit her lip. “I’m paranoid that he knows something is up and I’m getting half-truths.” The truth stone in her pocket was only capable of operating in a true-false manner. It was a great tool as long as the target didn’t know how to bend the truth.

      “Indeed.” The director clicked a button, and all but Ratu’s picture disappeared. “If they were all human, I could chalk it up to basic greed. But money means nothing to the naga, who can summon gems and gold from the earth itself. Their loyalty troubles me.”

      “You think he’s controlling them?” Ingrid’s nails dug into the arms of her chair.

      “Control comes in degrees. Do I think they are locked inside their bodies, screaming for freedom? No. The Order wouldn’t tolerate such behavior. We definitely don’t want a repeat of the Black Palace incident.” The director sighed and leaned back in his chair, his fingers steepled together as if in prayer. “But that is a puzzle for another time. The merfolk want to meet him.”

      “I see.” Ingrid bit her lip and looked up at the screens. Lily had left her room and was wandering toward the pool in a sarong and strappy sandals that came up to her knees. “Are you afraid of a diplomatic incident?”

      The director shrugged. “It can’t be much worse than letting a couple hundred of their people get boiled alive. The meeting will be during high tide in the Cove. I’m guessing he’ll bring his…entourage.” He spoke the word in disgust.

      Ingrid nodded. “I’ll make sure he’s there. Do you want me to dissuade him from bringing the others?”

      “No. For now, we play nice. I don’t want him to have any reason to believe we are anything but genuine. If things work the way I hope they do, he won’t learn about our deception until he gets home. Our team at the house has made some interesting discoveries already.” The director made a face. “Though, we did hit a snag. Mike set up a liaison for us at the house, a spirit claiming to be the grim reaper.”

      “Sounds like a scare tactic,” replied Ingrid.

      “Most likely. See if you can squeeze anything out of Mike about it tomorrow.” The director gestured at the door. “You’re excused, Sister Ingrid.”

      “Director.” Ingrid rose and left the room, then let out a sigh of relief once outside. Though the man’s behavior had been cordial, even borderline friendly, there was a cold fury beneath the mask. In all the times she had met with him directly, she had yet to feel such anger.

      It was late, so she wandered out to the beach bar to grab a meal. Feeling rattled by her meeting with the director, she was grateful her work was done for the day and she could officially take part in the VIP treatment as well. She sat at the counter and put in an order for a burger and fries, then turned to watch the sunset.

      The smell of her dinner reached her first, and she spun eagerly in her seat to begin shoving fries into her mouth, suddenly aware of how hungry she was. She was almost halfway through her food when she caught the smell of cinnamon and sunscreen, and then Lily plopped down into the seat next to her.

      “Hell of a place you’ve got here.” The intern’s breath reeked of booze, and she slid two empty wine glasses across the counter. “Also, you guys don’t water down the drinks like the places I’ve been to, so good on you!”

      “Maybe we should start,” Ingrid muttered around her burger.

      “You’re funny. I like you.” Lily leaned forward in her seat, her breasts nearly spilling out of her bikini top. “Do you know what your problem is?”

      “No.” Ingrid picked up a nearby bottle of ketchup and poured it onto her plate. She was horrified when Lily grabbed some of her fries and dunked them in the sauce.

      “You’re too uptight. You get to use magic and coexist with monsters, and that’s cool. Yet on graduation day from wizard school, the first thing you did with your wand was shove it straight up your ass.”

      Ingrid choked on her food. Lily smacked her on the back, then handed her something to drink. Ingrid swallowed the offered glass, then coughed again when she realized it was the most alcoholic mai tai she had ever experienced.

      “There we go,” Lily cheered. “You stick with me, I’ll loosen you up.”

      “I don’t need to be loosened up!” Ingrid dumped what was left of her drink and slid her plate away. “And I definitely don’t need advice from someone dumb enough to work as an intern for a millionaire!”

      “Billionaire, actually.” Lily raised an eyebrow. “I’m surprised your people missed that.”

      “B…Billion?” Ingrid wiped her mouth with a nearby napkin. “He doesn’t have a billion dollars.”

      “I want to set something straight with you.” Lily leaned forward and placed her hands on Ingrid’s bare knees. The intern leaned in close enough that all Ingrid could see were those shimmering eyes. “I am capable of things you couldn’t even imagine. But the one thing I will never do is lie to you.”

      Ingrid’s mouth felt dry, and a familiar rush of warmth traveled through her groin. “Just because you would never lie doesn’t mean you won’t mislead me.”

      “Ooh, you’re a smart one, aren’t you?” Lily slid off her stool and stumbled on the heels of her sandals. Giggling, she wandered over to the edge of the pool. “But I guess you’d know about deception, wouldn’t you?”

      “You’re drunk.” Ingrid felt a twinge of pain between her eyes.

      “Perhaps. Or maybe I just want you to think I am.” Lily looked over her shoulder and grinned. “Your mysterious Order is like a stage magician, waving with one hand to get everyone’s attention while the other is pulling a rabbit out of a hat. So I have to ask you. What trick are you all trying to pull here? This—” She gestured at the building. “This is the hand wave. I want to know about the rabbit.”

      “There’s no rabbit.” Ingrid shook her head and laughed. “Though, I have to wonder about somebody who expects to be deceived.”

      “Oh, my dear, dear Ingy.” Lily turned her attention toward the pool. “You think you’re playing chess, but you’re just the pigeon who shits on the board.”

      “Bedtime,” Ingrid declared. “You’re embarrassing your bo⁠—”

      She was interrupted by the sound of tinkling water and turned to see that Lily had arched her back and was peeing in the pool. The stream traveled horizontally, which could only mean one thing: the intern had a dick. Lily did a little squat and shake at the end, then adjusted her swimsuit bottom before turning around.

      “Everybody pees in the pool,” Lily declared with a smug look. “But only I have the balls to do it in the open. Next move is yours, Ingy.” The woman sauntered off toward her room, her balance suddenly impeccable.

      There was a moment of silence before Ingrid heard the bartender clear his throat.

      “Should we, uh, drain the pool?”

      “No. Let the chlorine take care of it.” Ingrid turned to look at him. “Also, let the staff know the intern’s drinks are to be watered down from now on.”

      The man nodded and walked away. Ingrid looked at the pool with longing and sighed.

      “Wasn’t like I was going to get a chance to swim this trip, anyway,” Ingrid muttered. She hoped things were going better for Master Cyrus.

      ---

      It was evening now, and Cyrus stepped around the corner of the house to see that the small building had been completed. It looked very much like a traditional Japanese teahouse, only the windows had been papered over so the interior was concealed, and it had been built on risers, leaving a three-foot gap at the bottom.

      “Are you sure about this?” Laurel demanded from right next to him.

      “We’re about to find out.” Cyrus moved to the porch and knocked. The door slid open to show Death wearing a white apron.

      “Master Cyrus.” Death stepped aside to reveal a small room with a table and cushions to sit on. “Lady Laurel.”

      “I’m not here for tea,” Laurel declared. “I’m here to make sure Master Cyrus remains safe. And so is he.” She jerked her thumb at Mads.

      “But of course.” Death gestured around the room. “I would ask that anyone not having tea remain outside, but feel free to examine the room first. Once you are satisfied, you are more than welcome to wait for Master Cyrus by the fountain. There are chairs there.”

      Laurel stepped inside the house and did a quick scan of the room. “You seriously built this just to have tea with him?”

      “Yes. It’s called a teahouse for that very reason.” Death turned to Cyrus and smiled. “Ah, you brought the biscuits.”

      “I did. Sister Laurel? I’ll be fine.” Cyrus tossed Laurel a gemstone, which she snatched out of the air. He held up an identical one. “I’ll signal you if something happens,” he said, knowing it wouldn’t be a problem.

      The mage looked dubious but wandered over to the fountain with Mads to sit. Cyrus shook his head and followed Death inside. Once the door was shut, Death gestured to a cushion where Cyrus took his place.

      “This is all very nice,” Cyrus began. “But if you were trying to avoid suspicion, you failed.”

      “The walls of this place are enchanted to prevent anyone from listening in. This also includes scrying. We needed a place where you could speak at length without fear of discovery.” Death knelt across from Cyrus and pulled out an antique Japanese tea set. He carefully poured some tea into four of the mugs and slid one across to Cyrus.

      “Who are the other two for?” Cyrus asked.

      “Us.” As if by magic, Mike and Kisa appeared on the other side of the table. Cyrus’s eyes went wide, and he almost fell backward off his cushion.

      “How?” he demanded, looking at Mike. “I heard you landed in Hawaii!”

      “I did. The resort is very lovely.” Mike picked up his tea and sipped delicately at it. A wicked grin crossed his face. “But I forgot my lucky underwear. Thought I’d drop by and grab it, check in with the family, have tea with a friend. So…how was your day?”

      Cyrus chuckled and scooted closer to the table. Of course Mike Radley would figure out how to cross the world in a matter of minutes. Picking up the tea, Cyrus grinned. “Let me tell you all about it…”
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      It was only seven in the morning when Mike stepped out of his bedroom to the sound of crashing waves and wind. His suite had a large viewing deck off the living room, and the sliding door had been left open. The curtains danced in the breeze, and he saw three figures standing by the balcony.

      A carafe of coffee was on the counter of the kitchenette, so he poured himself a fresh mug. Ratu, Quetzalli, and Beth were all leaning against the railing, eyes out toward the water. Beth and Quetzalli were wearing lightweight robes that covered bathing suits beneath, while Ratu had on a wrap. Every now and then, the wind would rustle their clothing, lifting the fabric high enough for him to see their asses pressed against the elastic fabric of bathing suits.

      “The gods have blessed me,” he muttered, deciding to wait another minute and just watch the beauties standing before him. The rays of the rising sun obliterated the shadows, giving the scene a surreal aura. They stood in silence, content to enjoy the sunrise and the waves below.

      After his meeting with Cyrus, Mike had returned to his bedroom through the rat portal under his bed and gone to dinner with everyone. The food was excellent, but it didn’t compare to what he was used to at home. Eulalie had used her weaving skills to generate a duplicate of the bracelet the Order had made, and he kept the real one in his pocket for now. As far as he could tell, that was yet another trick they had all pulled off.

      Mike took in the sight for a bit longer, then stepped out onto the deck. “Good morning,” he said. The others turned to greet him, lazy smiles on their faces. “What are we looking at?”

      “The Order is up to something.” Beth gestured down below. “Remember when I told you at dinner they wouldn’t let me down into the Cove? They’ve got patrols down there now, and…just come look.”

      Curious, Mike walked up to the railing and looked down at the beach. The Cove was a stretch of beach with natural lava rock barriers on both sides that vanished into the water. From where he stood, he could make out a beautiful reef system that started about fifty feet from shore. He had never been snorkeling before, and wondered if he would get a chance to check it out.

      But what had Beth’s attention was the fact that the barriers were currently being patrolled by the Order. Though they wore clothing suited for the climate, he could make out wands and swords strapped to waists, thighs, and even an ankle holster. Down below in the Cove, the water level was receding relative to the beaches outside Paradise.

      “Are they draining it?” he asked.

      There was a small dock that ran along one of the barriers, and the pilings beneath had been revealed. Tables and chairs had been put in the sand where the water ebbed, and elaborate table settings were being placed.

      “It looks that way.” Beth held out a hand and closed her eyes, as if deep in concentration. “Something is pulling the water away from shore.”

      Curious, he opened his mind to study the magic around the beach. The magical barrier around Paradise was a large pink dome that was difficult for him to see in the bright light of day. It extended well past the Cove. In the water below, swirling lines of green and blue were directing the water out to sea.

      “It’s probably why they closed it,” Beth said. “They’re getting ready for…something.”

      “That doesn’t sound ominous at all.” Ratu chuckled and turned around, her back to the railing. Shimmering scales twisted all along her thighs and upper arms as she studied Mike. “It’s water magic. Whoever is manipulating the Cove is being meticulous. That reef system would likely be sensitive to a sudden shift in the current. “

      “Interesting.” Mike looked at Quetzalli. “What do you think?”

      The dragon turned in his direction and winked. “I think I’m hungry for breakfast.”

      As if on cue, there was a knock at the door. Mike walked inside and opened it to see Ingrid standing there. She wore a sheer white blouse with a bikini top beneath and a loose pair of shorts.

      “Good. You’re up.” She walked inside uninvited and took a look around. “Your presence has been requested.”

      “By who?” Mike asked.

      Ingrid made her frustrated face, then shook it off. “The royal court. The merfolk wish to meet with you immediately after breakfast.”

      “Merfolk?” Mike raised an eyebrow and looked at the others, who had come inside. “As in mermaids?”

      “You catch on quick.” Ingrid surveyed the lot of them. “Where’s the intern?”

      “In her room,” Mike replied. “As you probably remember, she made the decision to drink plenty of booze with her dinner, and…well…” He left the rest unsaid. Cyrus had told him Ingrid carried a truth stone that would recognize a lie when spoken out loud. Yes, Lily had sucked down another bottle of wine last night. Of course she had made a spectacle of herself. He wasn’t sure if she was up to something or just having fun at this point.

      “Ugh. You need to learn to control your people.” Ingrid shook her head in disgust. “I’ll alert the kitchen staff, maybe they’ll bring up some food later. If she’s as hungover as I think she is, I do not want her speaking to the royal family.”

      Mike nodded his agreement. In truth, Lily’s hangover was a ruse for her to stay in the room and guard the portal under his bed. Ratu had created a simple illusion spell that would mask it, but it wouldn’t hold up if someone checked underneath. He also didn’t want anyone fixing the cameras they had shorted out.

      “Yes, well, Lily has always struggled with authority.” Beth moved next to Mike. “Is our current attire appropriate for merfolk royalty, or should we change?”

      Ingrid snorted, a small smile appearing. “What you’re wearing is fine. Swimsuits are preferred, actually. We’ll be meeting them out in the Cove, and everybody will get at least a little wet. In terms of the merfolk, you’ll be overdressed, honestly.”

      “Lovely. Well…shall we?” Beth offered her arm to Mike, and he hooked his arm around hers. On the way out, Beth slipped the “Do Not Disturb” sign onto the latch of the door. “We don’t want anyone disturbing Lily,” she explained.

      “On that, we all agree.” Ingrid took them to the elevator, and they all rode down together. When the door opened at the bottom, Aurora was there to greet them.

      “Good morning,” she declared with a smile. Aurora did a quick scan of the group and then looked at her clipboard. “Will Miss Lily be joining us?”

      Ingrid shook her head. “Too much to drink. She’ll be sleeping in today.”

      “I see.”

      Though Aurora smiled, Mike saw the cracks in the facade. This had messed up somebody’s plans. The weirdest part about the whole affair with the cameras was that he knew they were there and the Order knew he knew, but nobody was going to come out and yell at him for destroying equipment they had installed to spy on him. Eulalie had tried to explain it using the psychology of espionage, whereas Ratu had done so from a political angle. The whole affair was a little childish, but the consequences of a missed camera or spell were dire.

      “Maybe you should send up some breakfast in an hour or so,” Beth offered, placing a casual hand on Aurora’s wrist. “Make sure whoever you send knocks loudly until she answers.”

      Aurora chuckled, but Mike could already see that the woman was scheming. His primary plan was to play the fool and reinforce the notion that he was just an ordinary guy with an entourage of beautiful women he fucked when he felt like it.

      “Everything okay?” Aurora studied Mike’s face, and he realized he had been scowling.

      “Yeah,” he replied, rubbing his sternum. “Coffee on an empty stomach, so a bit of heartburn is all.”

      “Let me show you to your table. We’re dining in the Cove this morning. Our visitors will be arriving in about forty minutes.” Aurora spun in place and led them down to the beach. They walked past the pool and the beach bar, then along a wooden ramp that descended onto the sand. Everyone paused to leave their shoes behind in a small cubby, and Mike noticed the women had all painted their toes. Ingrid was the only one who hadn’t. When she saw him looking, he pointed at her feet, then his own.

      “Looks like we missed the memo,” he said with a grin. “If you want, we could paint each other’s toes later, maybe have a⁠—”

      Ingrid ignored him and walked onto the sand. He shrugged and followed the mage down to the edge of the water where tables and chairs had been set up. They sat down and were immediately offered a menu of primarily egg dishes. Mike noticed most of the serving staff seemed to be locals. When they wandered off after taking orders, he looked over at Aurora, who had joined them at the table.

      “Is the waitstaff part of the Order?” he asked.

      Aurora shook her head. “Not really. Occasionally you might have a Knight or mage who washes out early and needs a quieter job, but we hire locally. Anyone working here not only knows how to keep their mouth shut, but they’re making at least six figures a year.”

      Beth, who had been sipping water, choked on it. She sputtered for a moment, then wiped her face. “Seriously, six figures?”

      “Yes. As well as access to certain amenities.” Aurora gestured around them. “For example, many of them live in Order-owned properties by the beach, or even on it. When the Order hires someone, they try to make it the career of a lifetime. The men and women who are serving you food today are paid well, and their families are cared for. Breaking our trust wouldn’t just cost them a job but an entire lifestyle.”

      “So even though they serve us, they do stand above their peers.” Ratu tilted her head thoughtfully. “But what if they decide they wish to move on?”

      “There are other opportunities within the Order. If the man cooking your eggs decides he wants to be a chemical engineer, we send him to school and pay his tuition, and the Order gains a chemist in a few years.” Aurora set her clipboard down and leaned against the table. “Any other questions?”

      “You aren’t a local. Does that mean you are…washed out?” Quetzalli frowned and looked at Mike. “Did I use that term correctly?”

      “Sort of, but it isn’t nice.” Mike looked at Aurora. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. Actually, she’s a little on point.” Aurora turned toward Quetzalli. “When I was younger, my family got involved with a paranormal entity that required the Order’s intervention. I wanted to join up but didn’t have the killer instinct necessary to become a Knight. Great with a blade, average with magic, but the killing part? Blood makes me gag.

      “So they found somewhere else for me to work. I get to meet interesting people, see amazing creatures, and all without the expectation of murder!” Aurora clapped her hands together. “Speaking of which, would anybody here be interested in a murder mystery dinner in two nights?”

      “There won’t be time,” Ingrid said. “The itinerary is full. We were going to do a flyover of the property this morning, but that was pushed back by…this.” She gestured toward the still-draining Cove. “So we’ll try to do that later tonight. As long as the weather holds, we should strike out early tomorrow morning.”

      “Agreed.” Mike was about to add something else when his breakfast was set down in front of him. He thanked his server and then tackled the massive omelet he had ordered. Halfway through his meal, he realized someone was missing. “Where’s Wallace?”

      “Somewhere else.” Ingrid frowned at her plate. “The merfolk aren’t very fond of him.”

      “Tell me more about the merfolk.” Ratu sipped at a cup of tea, her sparkling eyes fixed on the mage. “I assume their culture varies wildly based on location.”

      “They do.” Ingrid’s forehead scrunched up. “To our knowledge, all merfolk have a monarchical system, meaning a king or queen. Their anatomy will vary depending on their ecosystem. For example, the merfolk in northern Europe look less human than the ones we have here. The colder waters are far more hostile, and they rarely surface because they can freeze. There was a massive kingdom once upon a time along eastern Africa, but they’re gone now.”

      “What happened?” asked Beth.

      “Resource issues. They were forced to move to deeper waters due to lack of food, which meant dealing with stronger predators in the deeps. Infighting caused a bunch of them to flee to different waters after a monarch died, and I won’t even get into the wars they fought.”

      “Wars? With who?”

      Ingrid sighed and leaned back in her chair. “With whoever pissed them off. The Order spent a huge amount of time cleaning up messes in that area, but local tribes got into fights with them, and the British as well. Ships kept disappearing, that was usually merfolk. Ferdinand II commissioned Columbus to find a transatlantic route because of it.”

      “I thought the whole point of Columbus was to find a shorter path to India?” Beth had leaned forward in her seat, her chin propped up in her hands. At the mention of Columbus, Quetzalli frowned at what was left of her breakfast and stopped eating.

      Ingrid nodded. “That too. The longer voyages were problematic, but fighting with merfolk was making trips around the Cape of Good Hope unprofitable. Just like countries on earth, merfolk colonies differ wildly. Some colonies were wiped out due to being too friendly, while others were destroyed for being too violent. The few that remain today are either completely xenophobic or have found a way to work with local communities, like the Kingdom of Nalu does here.”

      Aurora spoke up. “The Kingdom of Nalu used to act similarly as the Order for centuries. The Hawaiian people didn’t even know they were here beyond rumors and rare sightings. The merfolk only involved themselves when the island came under attack from the supernatural. According to the historians of Nalu, their people were given refuge here by the gods themselves.”

      “Gods?” Mike perked up. “The gods of Hawaii?”

      Ingrid shrugged. “It’s only conjecture. The Order hasn’t interacted with any of the gods in this region but have no reason to doubt the merfolk. It’s entirely possible they came across magic users of immense power, or even gods from a different pantheon. We don’t pretend to understand them fully, but if I were to give you one piece of advice, it would be this—deities are notoriously flaky.” The mage smirked. “But back to the basics. Native islanders and merfolk never truly interacted until the late 1700s. They struck an accord with leaders on land and attempted to unite the islands.”

      “It went poorly.” Aurora shook her head. “The Kingdom of Hawaii had a choice. Cut themselves off from the rest of the world, or try to find their place. When they chose the latter, they opened themselves up to trouble.”

      “What happened?” Mike looked back and forth between the women.

      “Resources.” Ratu lowered her tea and shook her head. “Once everyone knew what Hawaii had, someone came and took it.”

      “That’s right. The monarchy here was overthrown by the US in less than twenty-four hours.” Aurora stared at her plate. “The merfolk never even had a chance to support their land-bound allies. So they hid once more.”

      “And they stayed that way until 1941.” Ingrid looked knowingly at Mike. “When the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor.”

      “Were they at Pearl Harbor?” asked Mike.

      “No. But that’s when they realized they could no longer avoid the troubles of the world. They have a saying I rather enjoy: the tide comes and goes regardless of our feelings. If they wanted to stay, they either needed to announce their presence to the world or find a way to remain in plain sight. And that’s when we got involved.” Ingrid gestured at Paradise. “The Order’s first task was to find a way to unify Hawaii with one of the global powers so it wouldn’t be flipped over so easily in the future. So we arranged for Hawaii to become the fiftieth state.”

      “Wow.” Mike knew the Order was powerful, but this sounded almost outlandish. “So Hawaii is the fiftieth state because of mermaids?”

      “It was headed that way already. The Order expedited the process is all.” Ingrid picked up an orange and dug in her thumbnail to start peeling it. “Suffice to say, the merfolk here are among the friendliest on the planet. At the same time, they would not hesitate to drown you should you piss them off. Right now, with so many of their own dead, veiled threats are being made.”

      “And they are very interested in you.” Aurora set her napkin on top of her plate. “When we told them the Caretaker himself was coming, they demanded a meeting right away.”

      “That sounds a little ominous.” Mike noticed Quetzalli had turned away from the conversation. It was clear she was upset. “So is there anything else I should know before meeting with them?”

      “Don’t stare.” Aurora chuckled. “They expect it a little bit, but it does piss them off.”

      Everyone except Quetzalli finished their meal. Once the table was cleared, they were free to walk around as long as they stayed within earshot. Mike watched the storm dragon wander off, but Ratu was close behind. Figuring the naga had Quetzalli covered, he walked down to the edge of the water with Beth.

      She stood with her feet in the sand, staring down as the water swept across the tops of her feet. When it washed back out, the water sucked sand out from beneath, causing her feet to sink and gradually disappear. There was a look of wonderment in her eyes as the water swirled along her toes before vanishing into the tide.

      “When I was a little girl, my family took trips to the ocean in the summer. I used to think if I stood still long enough, I would sink down to my waist in the sand, and that’s when I would get my mermaid tail.” She wiggled her toes back and forth, causing her feet to sink even deeper. “One time, when I was eleven, I tried to bury my lower half in the hopes it would hasten the process.”

      Mike laughed. “I came to the ocean a couple of times with my scout troop but wasn’t really big on going in the water. The waves always felt too big for me, like they were going to gobble me up.”

      “I wanted them to gobble me up, to take me away.” Beth inhaled deeply through her nose. “It was like a calling. I briefly considered going into the Coast Guard.”

      “You probably would have been good at it.”

      “Maybe. But I didn’t want to be on a boat, staring down from above. I wanted to be part of the water, swimming beneath the waves, exploring its secrets.” Beth sighed. “But the best fit was being some type of marine biologist and hoping for research in the corners of the earth. Not an easy gig to land.”

      “I bet.” In truth, he had no idea.

      “I did a couple of intro biology classes in college. Didn’t like it. I like things that are dynamic, constantly changing.” Her eyes shimmered as she gazed out at the waves. “Guess that isn’t a shocking character revelation.”

      Mike smiled. “Out of curiosity, what does the magic look like to you? Out in the water, I mean.”

      “It’s not something I see. I feel it right in here.” Beth put a hand to her chest. “I don’t even know how to properly describe it. It’s a kind of pressure. I feel how the water wants to move, but I also feel how it’s being changed. There’s a primal power to it, as if the ocean was asked to move and it agreed. How do you see it?”

      “Bands of shimmering light.” His answer was far more straightforward than hers. Beth could see some magic, but her attunement to water was incredibly strong. “They’re very pretty.”

      Beth stood there for another minute, then turned her attention to Aurora, who was standing by the ramp to the beach. “How much longer until they get here?” she asked, raising her voice to be heard.

      Aurora looked at her watch. “A few minutes. They’re running late.”

      Beth pointed to the dock. “Am I allowed to go there?”

      The hostess thought for a moment, then nodded. “It shouldn’t be a problem.”

      “Great.” Beth’s fingers curled around Mike’s, and she pulled him toward the dock. They had to climb up a small hill of sand to get to the structure, and she led him onto the dock. About twenty feet past the waterline, he realized the water wasn’t lying flat but had taken on a sloped quality. If he didn’t know better, it looked like the ocean was receding to form a vertical edge.

      They were near the end of the dock when Beth pulled off her cover, revealing a dark-blue swimsuit. Hair tumbled down across her back as she handed her cover to Mike, then tossed a smile his way over a shoulder.

      “Don’t let anyone shoot me,” she said with a wink, then took off running. Over his shoulder, Mike heard Aurora, Ingrid, and a few other members of the Order shout, but there was no stopping Beth. When she reached the end of the dock, she leaped high into the air, letting out a whoop of delight as she curled her body into a ball. Her brunette curls trailed behind her like the tail of a shooting star as she fell, the moment searing itself into his brain.

      The surface of the water swirled, and it almost looked as if the ocean rose to greet her. Beth broke the surface, disappearing beneath the waves. Behind him, Mike heard footsteps as Aurora and Ingrid ran out onto the dock.

      “Of all the—” Ingrid moved past Mike and stared down into the water. “I would expect this from the intern, maybe, not your attorney!”

      “Good help is hard to find.” Mike shrugged, keeping the grin off his face.

      “I swear to God, if she just cannonballed one of the royal family, I will fucking drown her myself!” Aurora’s mask had slipped completely, her eyes now pinpricks of anger. “Get her out of the water!”

      “Hey. Beth.” Mike looked over the side of the dock. Though the water was clear to the bottom, he saw no sign of her. “If anyone has a rock, we can tie a note to it and drop⁠—”

      Aurora moved like she was going to strangle him, but Ingrid interceded, pushing the woman away. The two of them had a very rushed conversation about obscene demands, something about peeing in the pool, and the phrase diplomatic incident. Aurora eventually stormed away down the dock, where a few Order members waited. Other than some dirty looks from them, nobody said anything.

      Ingrid and Mike stood at the end of the dock for over a minute before the mage spoke. “Is she okay down there?”

      “Probably.” He shrugged, fighting to keep the smirk off his face. “Maybe she met an interesting starfish or something.”

      “Look, I know you think this is all fun and games, but this is serious business. When this is all over, you get to fly back to your house and do whatever it is you do there. This is my job, and I have to live with any fallout here, and for all I know, your friend pissed off a mermaid and is being held in a choke hold until she drowns.”

      “Do mermaids do that?” Mike raised an eyebrow. “That sounds a little extreme.”

      “This is their territory. The Order cares for the property, but the land and the magic that sustains it? That’s all from the kingdom.” Ingrid pushed a finger in his face. “And if they decide they don’t like you, I want you to know the Order will not stand in their way.”

      Mike looked out at the water, contemplating Ingrid’s words. He had definitely struck a nerve, which was fine. The more off-balance he kept them, the better off he would be. However, the merfolk were a factor he hadn’t accounted for. The last thing he needed was to be dragged out into the ocean and fed to a mutant octopus or something.

      “Okay,” he said after another minute of silence. “I promise I’ll be on some of my best behavior when the merfolk arrive.”

      Ingrid sighed, the tension going out of her shoulders. “Thank you.”

      “But if these merfolk try anything fishy…,” he added, grinning dumbly.

      “I swear to God I’ll cut you,” Ingrid hissed. “There are sharks out here, they’d never find the body.”

      “That’s the thing about sharks. They always get right to the—” Mike was interrupted by a splash as Beth emerged from the water, her mouth open wide as she gasped for air.

      “They’re here!” she shouted, then turned to look at him. “Their delegation is almost here, I saw them!”

      “Did you wave?” Mike knelt and held out his hand. “I hear ocean people like waves.”

      Beth narrowed her eyes at him while Ingrid stomped off, muttering to herself.

      “You just can’t help it, can you?” Beth shook her head and took the offered hand.

      “No,” Mike replied as he pulled her up. “No, I cannot.”

      ---

      Ratu stood behind Quetzalli, watching as the dragon dipped her toes in a tide pool that had formed. A small crab kept popping out of a nearby hole to wave its claws threateningly in their direction, only to vanish if either of them moved. The dragon crouched and stuck her fingers in the sand, splaying them wide.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” Ratu stepped past Quetzalli, which caused the crab to vanish. Ratu knelt and touched the sand, then closed her eyes and expanded her senses. The crab was huddled in its burrow, nervously pacing back and forth. Beneath them, she could feel the creatures of the sea as they tunneled, slumbered, or generally shifted about beneath the sand.

      Quetzalli let out a long sigh. “I don’t even know that it’s worth mentioning. To hear the tale of the merfolk so casually discussed. It isn’t dissimilar to what happened to the humans who worshipped me. I can still see them, in my mind’s eye. My people, cut down by merciless Spaniards, exposed to disease, enslaved. Dragons have long memories.”

      “And long lives,” Ratu added. “For you and me, this is our own history. But you have to remember that humans live such short lives. They are so far removed from the travesties of the past.”

      “I guess.” Quetzalli kicked a shell across the sand. “This whole time I’ve lived at the house, I’ve forgotten that Mike isn’t your typical human. He’s been an apt pupil, a dear friend, a gracious host⁠—”

      “And a generous lover.” Ratu smirked at the memory of making Mike eat her out for almost an hour yesterday evening. Her legs had coiled around his torso, holding her body in place as she came several times. The man hadn’t even complained when she just wanted to lie there in a state of postorgasmic bliss. He’d taken a quick shower and then crawled under the bed to travel halfway around the world for tea with Death and Cyrus.

      Quetzalli blushed, and she giggled. “That too. The human body has many experiences unique to it. I must say that sex is one of them. It’s not really something my kind do for fun.”

      “Mine do. Even in our serpentine form.” She moved next to Quetzalli and wrapped their arms together. “We do it like this. Sometimes we could spend days sliding across and over each other, deep beneath the earth. Some naga will create a chain, potentially dozens long.”

      “If dragons did that, we would have destroyed whole mountain chains. For us, it was often rough, like a battle. Our powers get released, not unlike my current form. Storm dragons like me would go out to sea and end up summoning hurricanes. Days spent in passion would later become attempts to shepherd the storm away from civilization. Or not, depending on the dragon.” Quetzalli shrugged, which caused her arm to slide free. “I can’t say I entirely blame humanity for hunting us down, but to condemn an entire species out of ignorance is never okay.”

      Ratu bit her lip and nodded. To her knowledge, her clan was likely still around. Naga were far more prudent when it came to revealing themselves, especially in the last century. It wouldn’t surprise her to learn that the naga secretly ran entire governments or even corporations. Why worry about mankind when you could rule them from above?

      After all, there was a reason people often referred to politicians as snakes.

      “Well, you should know I’m here for you if you ever wish to talk. We live extremely long lives, and friends who can walk the long journey with us are more valuable than diamonds.” Ratu felt a pulse of power from deep in the bay and turned her attention toward it. “Looks like the merfolk are here.”

      Beth and Mike were running down the dock as the drained water in the Cove flowed back, then lifted itself like a giant, oncoming wave. The wall of water was nearly twenty feet tall and revealed a sandbar that was covered in stone furniture. Ratu and Quetzalli hurried back to where Mike and Beth stood, the latter making a hand gesture that glowed briefly before stripping the water away from her body. When she saw Ratu looking, she winked.

      “This is so cool,” she whispered, then turned her attention toward the wall of water. Shadows had appeared as multiple figures approached. Many were holding spears as they emerged from the murk, revealing merfolk who averaged nine feet long from head to tail. They wore minimal clothing, which was more ornamental than anything else. Other than metallic bracers and shoulder pads, the warriors were naked. The men had their penises tucked into a belt around their waist, though a couple were dangling freely. Their members shifted and twitched in such a manner that Ratu suspected they could be prehensile.

      A trio of individuals hovered in the middle of the group, each one wearing a crown made of coral. Waves of power radiated out through the water, and the central merfolk advanced. As they passed from liquid to air, two of the merfolk were held aloft by spheres of water that formed around their lower halves, allowing them to travel toward the nearest stone table. These were both men. One carried a crystalline sphere in his hands, and the other a stack of stone tablets.

      The central figure was a woman with bare, pendulous breasts and dark skin, but her pupils were silver in color. She flashed them a smile, revealing sharp teeth that reminded Ratu very much of a shark. When she emerged from the water, her lower half split apart with a ripping sound, transforming her tail and fins into a pair of legs covered in a seaweed net.

      “I present to you Her Royal Highness, Princess Kailani.” Ingrid pulled her arms against her chest and bowed deeply. Other members of the Order repeated the gesture, and so did Mike and Beth.

      Quetzalli didn’t bow at all. Instead, she gave a simple head dip. Ratu noticed this from the corner of her eye and smacked the dragon’s lower back. It occurred to her that the dragon had likely never seen fit to bow to anyone, except for maybe the Fae Queen Titania.

      Kailani’s silver eyes shifted in the dragon’s direction, the discourtesy noticed. Ratu sent a pulse of magic into the beach beneath her feet, summoning up a small sandstorm that swirled around her group. It danced along the beach, causing Ingrid and Aurora to shift their hands nervously toward their weapons.

      “And it is my pleasure,” Ratu announced with a magically enhanced voice, “to introduce Your Royal Highness to Mike Radley, the Caretaker.” The sand swirled around Mike’s feet and then burst, creating a star-shaped pattern in the ground with him standing at its center.

      Kailani’s full attention was now on Mike, who had put on an inviting smile. He hadn’t known Ratu would announce him but went along with it. Ratu would be damned if she allowed anyone to believe he was ordinary.

      “It is an honor to meet you,” he said, his voice gentle yet carrying across the distance.

      “And us, you.” Kailani’s teeth glistened in the sun. “And who is your aquatic friend over there?” She pointed at Beth, who blushed furiously.

      Mike looked at Beth, who stepped forward. “My name is Beth,” she said. “And I apologize if I caused any trouble. I arrived on the island yesterday and hadn’t had a chance to swim in the ocean quite yet. I simply couldn’t resist.”

      Kailani’s eyes flashed, and she moved to the seat closest to her. “I see. I sense the water in you. Is this correct?”

      In response, Beth held her hand away from her chest, palm down. Water burbled up from the sand beneath her feet, then formed into a perfect sphere that levitated up to her hand. “It is,” she replied.

      In the background, Ratu heard Aurora hissing at someone about a dossier. Ingrid’s expression was calm as she watched, but there was fire in her eyes. Clearly they hadn’t expected Beth to possess any magic, but now the secret was out. Ratu didn’t know if Beth was eager to appease the princess or if the revelation was an attempt to make the Order believe she was being careless.

      Kailani laughed, clapping her hands together. “I knew it,” she declared, her tone suddenly warm and friendly. “When my people saw you in the water, they wondered if maybe you were from a distant tribe, coming out to greet us. When your legs remained human, we thought perhaps something had gone wrong!”

      Beth gasped at the compliment, and there was no hiding the sheer joy on her face. Kailani turned her attention to Ratu.

      “And you are a daughter of earth. I can feel your strength through the sand at my feet.” The princess turned her attention toward Mike. “I had no idea you had such powerful allies among you.”

      “We’re full of surprises.” He moved toward the table. “May we join you?”

      “Please.” Kailani clapped her palm against the stone table, and servants emerged from the wall of water. Floating along on large bubbles of water, they carried trays carved from lava rock. The table was set with stone goblets in a matter of moments, and the servants poured a dark-red liquid into each cup.

      “What is it?” asked Mike. Ingrid had moved to sit between him and Beth, and she tapped the chalice in front of her.

      “Fermented blood. It’s the merfolk version of wine.” She ran her fingers along the rim of the cup and flicked away a bead of water. “It is very much an acquired taste, and I must warn you that humans can barely make it through a full cup without getting terribly drunk. Please pace yourself.”

      “But it is tradition. Tradition is important.” Kailani picked up her goblet and raised it. “To the Caretaker and his family.”

      “To the Kingdom of Nalu.” Mike raised his own glass and drank from it. The merfolk drank deeply but didn’t finish. Ratu tilted her cup back, allowing her serpentine tongue to twist along the inner surface and expose her taste buds. Not only did this let her fully experience the beverage, but it also gave her a good idea what was in it.

      She narrowed her eyes at Kailani but said nothing. The drink was bittersweet, the flavor masking the high alcohol content. There was also something else, some form of mild hallucinogen. It wasn’t enough to make a human see stars, but Ratu suspected it would make them more agreeable to any sort of negotiations. She didn’t know how to warn Mike but suspected he may already have some idea. From where she sat, she could feel his magic ignite, burning through his veins as if to drive out the impurities.

      “It makes me think of cranberry juice,” he announced while smacking his lips. “But it’s very good.” He set the chalice down, revealing it was empty. The princess raised an eyebrow and leaned forward onto the table, her breasts pressing together.

      “You seem impulsive for someone with such a big responsibility.” There was danger in Kailani’s grin, and Ratu made a note to herself that the princess was not to be trifled with. This was somebody used to getting her way, and now Ratu wasn’t sure if this was a meeting of allies or a threat assessment.

      “Yeah, I get that a lot.” Mike looked over at Beth, who had sipped from her cup. Her cheeks were already bright red. “That’s why I travel with my attorney. She keeps me out of trouble…for the most part.”

      “I think the wine is quite good,” Quetzalli declared, setting her chalice down. “Fermented fish blood, you say? May I have some more?”

      There was muttering among the merfolk, but Kailani gestured to have Quetzalli’s cup refilled. Ratu really hoped the dragon’s unique biology would be up for it. The meeting suddenly had a sinister feel to it, and she was worried they would play right into the royal family’s plans. Trying to deal with a drunk storm dragon right next to a body of water sounded like a bad time all around.

      As if reading Ratu’s mind, the princess leaned back in her chair and fixed a stern gaze on Mike. She licked her lips with anticipation and smiled.

      “So, Caretaker. Tell me how you’re planning to save my people.”

      ---

      Lily stared at the congregation below, a soft robe wrapped around her shoulders. Unlike one of her manifestations, this one belonged to the Order and was made of cotton blend that felt pleasant against her skin.

      “Wow.” Eulalie’s voice came from the phone in Lily’s hand. Lily had started a video call and was showing the arachne the beach as the mermaids came out of the waves, lining up down below. “That looks amazing.”

      The succubus grinned, holding the phone close against her chest in case anybody was watching her. Technically, they weren’t supposed to be able to make video calls through the barrier. But Eulalie had installed a router in the magical teahouse and then run a cord for it through the hole under Mike’s bed, where the device was now attached to the bed frame. This meant they were circumventing both technology and magic. Eulalie liked to say that now they were thinking with portals, but Lily didn’t understand the reference.

      “It does. But Romeo’s clenched, I can tell from up here.” She smirked as Mike and the others met with the royal delegation. The distance was too great for Lily to hear anything, but it looked like the merfolk were passing out wine.

      “If things go wrong, are you gonna drop down and kick some ass?” Eulalie’s side of the call was just a black screen.

      “Naturally. But I’m guessing they can handle some troublesome fish.” Lily heard a soft click from the room behind her and put Eulalie on hold, tucking the phone between her breasts. Her flesh absorbed the device, moving it to the center of her body. Turning toward the room, she shifted her features so she looked sickly, her face covered in smeared makeup and blotches.

      It was a cleaning crew consisting of two men and a woman, followed by Wallace. They had opened the door despite the security bolt being in place. The crew paused upon seeing Lily, but Wallace moved in front of them.

      “You’re up,” he said. “I’m surprised. And a little impressed.”

      Lily waved him off. “You know how it goes. After the fourth time puking, you’re pretty much good to go.”

      “You look like shit.” He stepped to the side, trying to draw her attention. She didn’t fall for it and went for the cleaning crew’s cart.

      “Oh yeah, we’re out of toilet paper already.” She started pulling stuff from the cart, which caused the crew to immediately return. “You know how it is when you travel. It’s like a mud faucet back there, and⁠—”

      With a yank, she pulled a towel out that had been concealing equipment to replace the video cameras and listening devices Quetzalli had destroyed. One fell to the floor. Dropping all the toilet paper, she crouched and picked the device up.

      “What the fuck is this?” she demanded, shoving it in the nearest person’s face. “This looks suspicious.”

      “They carry stuff like that just in case.” Wallace kept his tone light and playful as he grabbed her by the elbow and gently led her away. “They’re not just cleaners, but electricians and plumbers. It’s like a whole service industry.”

      “Really?” Lily held up the wires with the camera on one end. “And that’s what this is?”

      “That’s not for this room, obviously. We have security devices everywhere.” Wallace took the camera from her and tucked it in his pocket. “Did you see the merfolk came? That’s pretty interesting, right?”

      “I guess.” Lily flopped on the nearest couch, allowing the front of her robe to slide open. Other than a pair of stockings, she was naked underneath. She had even covered her pubes in fake cum to distract Wallace. “Boss left me up here with nobody to play with.”

      “Er…um…” Wallace suddenly looked uncomfortable. “So, hey, if you’re hungry, maybe we could go down and get you some breakfast. I know a big meal helps me when I’m hung over.”

      “I’ve already had a big meal.” Lily dipped her finger in some of the cum stuck to her pubes and raised it to her mouth. “I’m sorry. I’m being rude. Want some?”

      She made eye contact with the Knight as she licked her finger clean. Wallace made a face and looked at the cleaning crew, who were all standing horrified behind him.

      “Say. You all are pretty good-looking people.” She rose and walked toward Wallace. “Three men and two women. Everyone is guaranteed a hole to fuck, if they’re willing. What do you guys say? I’m feeling a bit…hungry for more, if you catch my drift.”

      There was an awkward moment where the crew and Wallace exchanged wary glances.

      “You look like you’ve got a sturdy back.” Lily gazed at the woman like a hungry dog eyeing a steak. “I’ll let you have first dibs at big man here with my strap-on. Wallace here looks like he could use a proper attitude adjustment and the only way to do it is from the inside.”

      The crew was already packing up the cart and moving toward the door. Wallace scrunched up his face like he wanted to say something, but decided against it and left. Once the door latched shut, Lily snorted.

      “Cowards.” She reached into her chest and pulled out her cell phone. She took Eulalie off hold. “It was the Order, come to fix their toys and put in a few more, I’m sure.”

      “You didn’t happen to snag any, did you?” Eulalie’s voice was hopeful.

      “We did not have that spy movie marathon without picking up a few pointers.” Lily held up one of the tiny electronic bugs she had stolen from the cart. “I’ll toss it through the portal for you. Any luck on your end?”

      Eulalie chuckled. “As a matter of fact, yes. Half of your ‘lost luggage’ is being purchased from me as we speak.”

      “And?” Lily sat on the couch and kicked her legs up on the table.

      “I’m looking at some bank accounts right now, actually. It’s like I’ve cracked open the first page of a good book and can’t wait to see where the plot goes.”

      “Well, don’t spoil it for the rest of us.” Lily felt a sense of unease and rose from the couch. She walked outside and stared at the congregation below. She could feel Mike’s anxiety as if he stood right next to her. “I think Romeo might be getting the runaround from the fish people.”

      The arachne snickered. “Wanna place a bet on how long it is until he fucks one?”

      Lily altered the shape of her eye until her vision sharpened, allowing her to get a better look at the merfolk. To anybody watching, that eye was now significantly larger than the other. “Three days at least, but no earlier.”

      “Really? Why is that?”

      The succubus frowned. “They don’t seem too happy with him. And I’m getting a bad vibe from all this. Usually takes Romeo at least three days to grow on someone.”

      “You guys need help, just send the word. We can have anyone you need there within minutes.” There was a loud noise, followed by the sound of someone shrieking. “Shit, Grace just strung up some rats, I’ve got to go.”

      The phone went silent, and Lily tucked it away, her eyes on the merfolk. She scanned the waters first, then the beach. The uneasy feeling wasn’t budging, and she couldn’t figure out why. Wondering if something outside the resort was causing it, she moved around the edge of the deck and frowned at a building in the distance.

      It could only be seen from the very corner of the deck. The Black Palace lurked in the distance, visible adjacent to a nest of fancy estates, rising tall on the promontory. Lily frowned at the sight of the building and the ensuing memories it brought. The property was built on a rocky outcropping that gave the structure a magnificent three-hundred-degree view of the ocean. The place was usually rented out to celebrities or for massive parties, and she wished it had burned to the ground. Sadly, somebody had put money into fixing it up, and now she would have to look at the fucking thing.

      Throwing one more disgusted look at the merfolk below, she walked back into the room and turned on the TV. Letting out a disgruntled sigh, she found herself wishing somebody else had stayed behind.

      ---

      Mike leaned back in his seat, taking a moment to answer. Though the merfolk seemed at ease, he could sense a heaviness in the air that hadn’t been there before. It wasn’t lost on him that the princess reminded him of a shark, and these were unfamiliar waters.

      The princess seemed content to watch him squirm, but it wouldn’t last forever. He tapped his hand on the table, looking at his empty cup. Even now, the residual effects of the ceremonial wine lingered but just enough that he was able to keep his cool. There had been something else in there too, but thanks to Tink, he was resistant to poisons of any kind.

      His magic had been able to burn off the alcohol, but it still had made him tired. Drinking the entire cup had been a power play on his part, and he suspected it might be why Kailani was grinning so broadly. Beth was staring blankly at a merman whose penis kept smacking the top of his thigh as if trying to scratch an itch. In truth, it was hard even for Mike to ignore such a sight. The thing looked ridiculous. It wasn’t just distracting; it was also a little silly.

      “Your Majesty,” he said, stretching the words a bit to buy himself a little more time to think of what to say next. “In regard to your people, I just want to say I was horrified to learn of their fate. I’m afraid your presence and this event are relatively new information and we are still in the investigative stage.

      “As such, promising you a direct line of action would be, uh, premature.” He glanced over at Beth, wondering what she might say in his place. She was currently pointing a finger in the merman’s direction and twitching it from side to side, as if moving the merman’s dick with her mind. “We must be open to any possibility, and that starts with learning what exactly happened to your people.”

      “That sounds like a lot of words that simply mean you don’t have a plan.” Kailani shook her head and looked at Ingrid. “When I last spoke with your director, he seemed quite adamant that the Caretaker would bring us the answers we need.”

      “And he will,” said Ratu, her voice cool. “Even the biggest mountain is worn down by the wind. He needs time.”

      Kailani made a clicking sound, then looked to the men at her side. “These are my advisers,” she said. “Though we are a monarchy, we do depend on a council of elders. Prior to this meeting, we agreed the Order’s lack of progress meant we had to take matters into our own hands. I was hoping to be more…impressed by the answer they promised us. The fact that the director has eschewed this meeting is further evidence that there is a lack of foresight in this matter.”

      “I tend to impress people over long periods of time,” Mike countered. “I’m not sure what you expected to happen in one day, but I do intend to solve this mystery and help your people.”

      “And you would use any means necessary?” There was a glint in Kailani’s eye, and Mike recognized a trap had been sprung. He would have to ask Cyrus about the merfolk next time they met.

      “Any means I’m familiar with, yes.” He leaned back in his seat, trying to appear calm. His magic wasn’t warning him of danger, but he knew something was up.

      “We wish to send a representative with you on your investigation. Someone who will see what you see, and report back to us so we know your intentions serve our purpose.” Kailani tilted her head to one side. “Unless you see a problem with that?”

      “None that I can think of.” Actually, there were several. The original plan was to ditch the Order once they got close to his property, but now he would have to sneak away from a merman or merwoman. Not impossible, but it would provide an extra degree of difficulty.

      “Good. We have a tradition among my people that I hope you would honor. As you can see, the ability to walk on land as a human is not common.” Kailani gestured to her own body. “The ability to do so lies exclusively in the royal lineage. In fact, any merfolk who can demonstrate this property are immediately adopted into the royal family, as it is a powerful ability.”

      Please don’t come with me, please don’t come with me. Mike kept the smile on his face as he pondered the nature of bringing this woman along. His senses screamed that she was dangerous and that deceiving her would be seen as some sort of direct attack against the merfolk. Naturally, this would piss off the Order, who may decide to take more direct action against him while he was here.

      “So I offer up the services of my daughter, Princess Leilani.”

      Nooooooooo! Mike really hoped his face didn’t register his thoughts, because this was somehow even worse. By the predatory grin on Kailani’s face, it probably didn’t matter.

      “We would be honored to escort your daughter,” Ratu said from the side. Mike realized he had forgotten to respond. “Out of curiosity, her title is the same as yours. Does that mean she holds the same rank you do?”

      Kailani nodded. “She does. In our kingdom, the royal family has its own hierarchy, but we are like the reef. We all have our part to play, and only the queen is above us. When the queen passes, one princess shall be elevated to her position by the council based on many factors. The same goes for the king and our princes.”

      “Then we shall protect her like one of our own.” Ratu spoke with authority, and Mike almost sighed audibly.

      “I would certainly hope so.” Kailani’s grin reappeared. “Because per the tradition of the kingdom, we cannot simply hand over a member of the royal family without something in exchange.”

      “Excuse me, what?” Mike almost stood, his hands balled up beneath the table in anger.

      Kailani licked her lips again. “While my daughter is with you, you must leave one of your own with me.”

      “I volunteer as tribute!” Beth rose with one hand in the air, slapping the other against the table. Her cheeks were the color of roses, and her pupils had dilated. “Me, me, me!”

      “Your majesty,” Mike said, trying not to grind his teeth. “I, uh…” He wasn’t even entirely certain what he wanted to say, but leaving Beth with the merfolk while actively trying to slip his leash had completely derailed his plans. When he looked at Ingrid, he saw the shadow of a grin behind her stony facade.

      This had been planned. Either the Order knew he was going to pull a fast one, or they were hedging their bets. Damn.

      “I have some concerns.” Ratu shook her head slowly. “As a family and a team, we are very knowledgeable in terms of each other’s strengths and weaknesses. We had intended on tackling this with the help of everyone here⁠—”

      “I fail to see how a lawyer with water magic would help you better than a member of the royal family with a lifetime of experience. This is a fair trade.” Kailani spoke softly, but there was iron in her voice.

      “You could always leave your intern,” Ingrid offered.

      “No, we probably shouldn’t do that,” Mike said. The room needed to be guarded at all times. “If they don’t like Wallace, they will hate Lily.”

      At the mention of Wallace, several merfolk frowned. Mike really wanted to know what the guy had done to piss everybody off so much. At the same time, he had only known him a few days and couldn’t blame the merfolk.

      “It doesn’t have to be your attorney. Should you encounter an obstacle requiring her specific assistance, simply leave someone else behind.” Kailani’s face turned grim. “But this is nonnegotiable. If you cannot agree to something so simple, then I worry you may have other intentions, and will withdraw our assistance.”

      “We can work with this, it’s just…” Mike licked his lips, trying to think about how to put the next part delicately. “During my time as Caretaker, I have often found myself in great danger. Others with me have been injured, even killed. My concern is that your daughter will find herself in similar danger.”

      “She can handle herself.” The mermaid paused. “But you fear any harm that befalls her may be passed upon our guest?”

      “I do.” Mike gestured toward the island behind them. “While we are up there, we don’t know what might happen. And should your daughter be harmed, or gods forbid…”

      “Killed,” Ratu said, staring hard at the princess. “We fear her death may be attributed to carelessness or duplicity on our part, and we shall be unfairly punished.”

      “I see.” Kailani pondered Ratu’s words, but Mike saw through the act. She had planned for this as well, but how? What trick was up her metaphorical sleeve? “Perhaps it would behoove us to send along a guardian to assist?”

      “That sounds agreeable.” Ratu looked over at Mike. “Unless that means we must leave another member of our family?”

      “You would not. It would be someone outside the royal family with extensive knowledge of the island who would be able to vouch for your efforts, as well as whoever the Order sends with you.”

      “Oh, good.” One more asshole to keep track of. Mike looked at Ratu, then to Quetzalli. The dragon was staring mournfully at her cup and didn’t seem to be paying attention. The merfolk had refused to give her another refill, though she seemed fine. He made a mental note to never accept drinks from the merfolk again. “That sounds more than fair.”

      “Excellent. Then allow me to introduce my daughter.” Kailani’s silver eyes shimmered, and she clapped her hands.

      Through the veil of water, dark shadows appeared, growing larger by the second. It was a pair of whales with a solitary figure between them. The whales stopped short of the boundary as the mermaid shot ahead, bursting from the aquatic wall at an angle that launched her skyward. Her shimmering tail split in midair, forming into a pair of toned legs that allowed the mermaid to land in a crouch. She held a silver trident in one hand and a conch shell in the other.

      “That’s a bit dramatic,” Ratu muttered.

      “But points for style,” Mike added. He no longer believed anything the merfolk did was last-moment. Every second of this was planned, and he felt there was more to come.

      “Princess Leilani of the Kingdom of Nalu. At your service.” The newly arrived princess rose, then bowed her head. Streaks of silver had been woven into her hair, and she wore a green bikini top with a matching sarong around her waist. Her whole body was toned like an athlete, and the way she held the trident revealed she was comfortable with the weapon.

      “A pleasure to meet you.” Mike rose and formally introduced the others. Leilani seemed less intense than her mother, but her keen eyes swept over them in appraisal. In truth, it was clear the princess was disappointed, but Mike didn’t care. They had been disappointing on purpose.

      “My mother informed me I will be joining your quest to track the beast who killed our people in order to destroy it.” The princess stood tall, clutching the shell and spear firmly. “I look forward to exacting our vengeance.”

      This was definitely not the attitude he had been hoping for. Ratu maintained a placid expression, while Beth giggled and leaned across the table. Quetzalli set down her cup with a sigh. Ingrid wore the biggest smile he had ever seen. Looking back at the princess, he realized he was going to have to up his game. He couldn’t wait to get back to the room and discuss how to proceed with the others.

      “Paradise shall become my new home. Where you go, I shall go. Whenever we leave this property, one of your own shall stay behind in the care of my people.” Leilani gave a cursory glance to the group. “May the tides rise in our favor.”

      Everyone repeated the mantra. Princess Kailani cleared her throat, getting everyone’s attention. “You’re forgetting something.”

      “Right.” Leilani held the conch shell to her mouth and blew. Instead of the low sound of a distant foghorn, the shell emitted a soft note that permeated the air and sent a ripple of light out into the sea. The merfolk turned and stared at the water, waiting.

      A syrupy mist rose from the water, about a hundred yards from shore. It rolled itself into a spherical cloud, and a tall shape appeared within. The prow of a large wooden ship pierced the fog, and a galleon manifested before them. Large sails flapped in the breeze as the ship drew near. Standing on the prow was a man in a black canvas doublet wearing white breeches. The ship showed no sign of stopping but came to a standstill about thirty feet out from the wall of water.

      The man leaped off the prow, and the waves rose to greet him. He slid down the curved surface of the water and then ran along the top of the waves until he reached the wall. He jumped down in much the same manner Leilani had appeared, landing in a crouch with one hand on the hilt of a sword to keep the sheath from sticking in the sand.

      When he rose, Mike got a good look at sand-colored hair and azure eyes that looked right through him. He felt his magic pulse, and the world briefly dimmed as they locked eyes on each other. Though the man was a stranger, Mike was struck by an intimate recognition that nearly left him breathless.

      At his side, Ingrid’s smile had vanished. This was clearly a surprise to her as well, and it was the only consolation Mike felt in the moment.

      “Allow me to introduce my escort.” Leilani moved to the man’s side. “Sir Francois Lapérouse. Master navigator and friend of the ocean.”

      Francois did a little bow. Though he didn’t look a day over twenty-five, his eyes told a different story. This was a man far wiser than his years, and he made Mike’s skin crawl.

      “My friends call me Frankie,” he said with a faint accent, throwing a wink at Beth. But when he turned to face Mike, the smile on his face no longer reached his eyes. The merfolk seemed oblivious to the sudden chill in the air, and it was almost like the sky dimmed as the two men looked at each other.

      “Nice to meet you, Frankie.” Mike held up his hand in greeting. “I’m Mike. I’m the Caretaker.”

      Francois smirked and turned to look at his ship. He made a motion with his hands, and the fog returned. It swirled around the vessel and shrunk down, the mist moving toward them and coalescing into a ball. When it reached Francois, he captured it in his hands where it transformed into a glass bottle with a model ship inside. Turning back toward Mike, he smiled. Somehow, his grin was far more threatening than Kailani’s.

      “Nice to finally meet, Caretaker.” He tucked the bottle into a small bag around his waist. “You can call me by my official title: Captain.”
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      When Mike’s alarm clock chimed at 5:00 a.m., he let out a groan and tried to free himself from beneath the blankets. Realizing someone had crawled into bed with him and was lying on top of the covers, he reached out a hand to touch the intruder and received a small shock for his trouble.

      “Mmm?” Quetzalli rolled over and opened her eyes. She had brought along the blanket from her room, the covers now bunched up at her feet. When she tried to kick them off, the air crackled with static as the blankets all stuck together.

      “You okay?” He pulled an arm free and reached across the dragon, hugging her close against him.

      “I don’t know,” she confessed. “I found myself troubled in the middle of the night so came in here to sleep by your side. I didn’t wish to wake you.”

      “You could have.” He gave her a squeeze. “What’s up?”

      Quetzalli rolled over to face him. “During our meeting with the merfolk, I was reminded that the human world is a dangerous place that has not been kind to dragons. This got me thinking that only a sad fate awaits whatever we find at the top of the mountain. Today’s mission is but a harbinger of doom for one of the last remaining dragons on earth.”

      “Honestly? I hope not.” He pulled her in tighter, the air briefly smelling of ozone. “You know we’ll do right by whoever or whatever we find.”

      She nestled her head into the crook of his neck and let out a sigh. “You’ll try,” Quetzalli muttered. “But already you worry.”

      He put a hand on her head and stroked her hair. An electrical charge was already building up across the thicker strands due to her distressed condition. Quetzalli had largely learned to control her electrical abilities, but it required a calm state of mind to do so.

      “If it was just the Order, I wouldn’t be worried at all,” he admitted. “But with the merfolk involved, things are far more complicated. That doesn’t even factor in their special friend the Captain.”

      She tilted her face toward his. “Do you really think he’s another player in the great game?”

      Mike nodded. “I feel it with every fiber of my being.”

      Throughout the previous day, Francois had stuck to him like glue, even participating in the helicopter flyover. Although the man had said nothing to him, every time Mike looked at the Captain, he was looking back. Last night after dinner, Francois had summoned his ship and returned to it with Princess Leilani, but Mike could feel the man’s presence even now. It was like a mental itch he couldn’t scratch, and he wondered what it meant.

      “Is he here to hinder or help?” Quetzalli asked.

      “That’s a really good question. I can’t tell if he’s being cautious around me or if he really is just a massive dick. But Ingrid didn’t even know who he was, so that’s something, I guess.” He wasn’t sure what the Order knew about his status or the great game itself, but if they learned Francois could kill him and take possession of his home, then all bets would be off. If not for his desire to protect whatever was here on the island, he would have packed up and gone home through his bed portal last night. “Man seems like a massive douchebag though.”

      “Mmm.” She buried her face in his shoulder and clung tight to him. “I’m worried he’ll try to hurt you,” she mumbled into his neck.

      “Me too,” he replied. “But I’m expecting it, honestly. He might catch me off guard at the moment, but it’s like when you’re expecting a sucker punch. I know it’s coming, just not when. And you have taught me so much about how my own magic can be used, both offensively and defensively. Really, a metal sword is probably one of the worst weapons he could use on me, ’cause I’ll light him up.”

      That got a chuckle from the dragon. “If he hurts you, I’ll turn him into a human lightning rod,” she declared.

      “Blast him right out of those stupid boots of his.” Mike stroked Quetzalli’s cheek and was glad to see she looked more relaxed. “C’mon, let’s go get some breakfast.”

      The two of them crawled out of bed and moved into the living room to find a very sour-looking Beth staring in disgust out the window. Her hands were wrapped around a ceramic mug full of black coffee.

      “Morning,” Mike said.

      Beth snorted in loathing. “I can’t believe those fishy fuckers drugged me,” she muttered. “I feel like such an idiot.”

      “They should have said it was more like absinthe than wine.” He moved to stand beside her and rubbed the small of her back. “But yeah, stuff had quite the kick.”

      “Didn’t affect you,” she replied. “Or Quetzalli.”

      “I spent hundreds of years eating fish-based meals,” said the dragon from the kitchenette. She was dropping bread into the toaster. “Though my body appears human, I am still very much a dragon on the inside. It may as well have been juice to me.”

      “Which is a little silly, because a single glass of regular wine, and you get white-girl wasted.” Beth shook her head with a chuckle and turned her attention to Mike. “I feel like I let you down.”

      “Hardly.” Mike gave her a side hug and stared out into the water. Sure enough, the Captain’s ship was exactly where Mike felt it would be. The sails were unfurled now, but it was somehow motionless. He wondered if the thing was powered by thought alone or if it was alive. “Their first impression of you is more spring-break college girl than ass-kicking attorney. Since you’ll be hanging around with them today, you can use that to your advantage.”

      “I guess.” She sighed. “Though, I was kind of hoping to see the island.”

      “They promised to take you snorkeling where humans aren’t allowed. It’s okay to admit you’re excited.”

      A small grin appeared on Beth’s face. “Okay, fine.”

      “And you can stare at fish dicks all day.” Lily came out of her bedroom and scowled. “At least you’re going out. I get to be stuck here playing house sitter.”

      “It can’t be helped.” Mike walked over to the succubus. “I’ll treat you to a real beach vacation once this is done, just you and me.”

      Lily froze like a deer caught in headlights, then shrugged. “Hey, whatever,” she said. “But I’ll hold you to that.”

      Ratu was the last one up. She wore a silk kimono with a pair of snakes that curled around her arms and torso, flicking their tongues at each other. As the naga moved through the suite, it was almost like she was gliding on air instead of walking. When she spotted Mike watching her in the kitchenette, she winked at him and poured water into a teapot she had brought from home.

      “Don’t want to drink the Order’s tea?” he asked. “I’m sure they’ll give you some at breakfast.”

      “They are a vast organization with ample resources.” She opened up a cabinet and pulled out a mug. “Yet somehow, they have imported only the finest mass-manufactured garbage that can fit inside a tea bag.”

      “You’re spoiled,” Lily declared from the couch.

      “I am.” Ratu snapped her fingers, and the teapot whistled as the water inside was instantly brought to boiling. She dropped a diffuser into the pot and set it aside. “It also doesn’t help that the grim reaper has become quite the enthusiast. Last fall, he somehow tracked down a green tea blend in China that I thought was lost to history.”

      Mike was about to ask how exactly Death had accomplished such a thing when there was a knock at the door. He answered it to see Wallace and Ingrid standing outside, both wearing khaki shorts and Hawaiian shirts.

      “Breakfast,” Wallace said, then looked past him toward Lily. “You should come too. There will be plenty to eat. Heard they’ve got quite the selection of meats.”

      “Meh, I’d rather get room service and masturbate in here.” Lily was tapping away at her phone. “I’m still pretty sad about my lost luggage, gotta get my dopamine fix from somewhere.”

      Ingrid scowled at the succubus, then turned her attention to Mike. “We really would like it if everyone could come down for breakfast. The princess and her guardian will be there, and they may take offense knowing a member of your entourage has blown them off.”

      Mike knew this was another attempt to get a team inside his room. If Lily stayed inside yet again, they would suspect he was up to something. “I’ll see what I can do,” he said. “I wouldn’t want to insult the princess.”

      Ingrid nodded, then looked at her partner. “C’mon, let’s go.”

      Wallace smirked at all of them before turning to follow Ingrid down the hall. Mike shut the door and let out a sigh. “Does anybody else think that guy is a massive asshole?”

      Lily raised her hand. “It’s part of what makes him so much fun to fuck with,” she said with a grin. “So what’s the play? We know they’re gonna send somebody once we all show up for breakfast.”

      Mike put a finger to his temples and wiggled his eyebrows. “Cat radio.”

      ---

      Breakfast in Paradise was at a massive table set up on a deck overlooking the water. Down below, waves lapped at the pilings, which sent a gentle thrumming through the structure that Mike could feel in his sandals.

      Aurora greeted them at the edge of the deck, then showed them to their seats. Ingrid and Wallace sat on one side of the table next to Princess Leilani and Captain Francois. Mike took a spot between Beth and Ratu. Quetzalli and Lily sat at the opposite ends of the table.

      “Good morning, Caretaker. Glad you could finally join us.” Francois smirked at Mike, his smile becoming genuine when he turned to look at the others. “Though, I suppose women as lovely as these need the extra time to get ready.”

      “Ah, good.” Lily picked up her napkin and made a show of snapping it open before tucking it into her cleavage, which only served to expose more skin. “We’re having misogyny for breakfast.”

      Francois’s smile slipped, and he leaned back in his chair. “I jest. Much like the merfolk, I rise with the sun.”

      “Good for you,” Lily replied, then picked up her menu.

      “Is this one always so rude?” Leilani asked, her dark eyes on Mike.

      “It’s a cultural thing,” Beth replied. “Bad home life before we got her. Pretty much a living hell. Can I get some coffee?” She looked over at Aurora, who was speaking into a headset with a hand covering her mouth. Undoubtedly, the woman was telling somebody their room was empty.

      Aurora dropped her hand and moved toward a serving table to grab a carafe. Everyone but Mike picked up their menus to see what was being offered. He already knew exactly what he wanted.

      “I’ll have a breakfast burrito,” he said. “With scrambled eggs, skillet-fried potatoes, sausage, and bacon. Shredded cheese throughout and melted cheese on the top.” He looked at the server nearest him, who was hastily scribbling his order. “And if you can dice up some steak in there, that would be good too.”

      “What is a boor-ito?” Leilani sounded out the word carefully.

      “Oh, they’re great. You take something called a tortilla, it’s like a thin, circular piece of bread, and it’s filled up with all kinds of toppings. Then you roll it up and eat it.” Mike smiled, happy to break the ice a little. Leilani had been unusually silent yesterday, other than her vague threats of violence against whatever had hurt her people. It had made the helicopter ride far more dramatic than it needed to be.

      “Isn’t that a pizza?” Leilani looked at Francois. “Round bread with toppings?”

      “Burritos are for peasants,” Francois declared, fixing Mike with a glare. “It’s just somebody taking your meal and stuffing it into a tasteless package.”

      “I’ll have the burrito as well,” Lily declared.

      “See?” Francois smirked. “Common folk love them, but they aren’t fit for royalty.”

      “Don’t let this guy tell you what to do,” Lily said, leaning forward in her chair. She held her hand against her mouth and stage-whispered. “Do you wanna hear a secret?”

      Leilani looked confused but nodded her assent.

      “I think they’re great, and I was born a princess.”

      Ingrid was midsip when this revelation was made, and managed to cough so hard she squirted water out her nose. Wallace handed her a napkin, and she stood and walked away from the others, cleaning her face with one hand as the other fumbled with something in her pocket.

      “You are teasing me.” Leilani scowled. “I do not care for it.”

      Lily sat back and shrugged. “You do you, Ariel.”

      Leilani’s cheeks turned pink, and Mike sighed inwardly. On the plus side, he had asked Lily to get uninvited from future meet-ups, so this was progress.

      Ingrid returned to the table and sat down. “After breakfast, we’re going to take a boat ride over to the east side of the island. We have some cars there that will take us to an isolated location where there are ATVs ready for use. A team has been prepped that can lead us to the summit. Mr. Radley, we’re going to try to get as close to your property as we can before we have to bushwhack on foot. A detailed map of the area will be sent to you before we’re done eating.”

      “Lovely.” Ratu set her menu down. “I will also have a burrito, but with extra sausage on mine. Unless Captain Francois has any objections?”

      Francois made a face. “It was just an opinion,” he said. “I didn’t want the princess wasting her time.”

      “I want a burrito as well.” Beth handed her menu to a nearby server. “But nix the meat, I would like avocado and mushrooms instead. Extra cheese.”

      “I’ll have the burrito too. I’m not adverse to a little extra meat.” Wallace winked at Lily, who rolled her eyes.

      “And I…,” Quetzalli began, “shall have the salmon on toast with poached eggs.” When she saw the others looking at her, she shrugged. “What? The salmon sounds delicious.”

      Mike heard Ingrid mutter something about “these fucking people” moments before ordering scrambled eggs, bacon, and toast. Aurora took off with their orders and disappeared into the building.

      The food arrived quickly and was consumed. The princess had ordered a lavish fish plate that came later than everyone else’s, but opened her mouth impossibly wide to eat most of it in a single bite. Her teeth were very similar to a shark’s, and Mike made a mental note to avoid getting bitten.

      Francois said very little and kept throwing dirty looks at both Mike and Lily. Leilani watched everyone with wide eyes that occasionally focused on Mike. He didn’t know what the mermaid was thinking, but her glances unnerved him. Though she deferred to Francois, Leilani’s attitude seemed far less hostile than his.

      As they were finishing up breakfast, Aurora came storming up to the table, clipboard in hand. Mike used his napkin to cover his mouth and hide a grin.

      “How the fuck did you get a goblin in here?” she shouted, slamming the clipboard onto the table. Everybody went silent and looked at Mike, who stared back at Aurora.

      “Excuse me?” he asked, feigning shock.

      “You fucking heard me!” Aurora stormed over toward his side of the table, but Ingrid intercepted her. “One of our people got bitten, and she chased us out with a hammer!”

      “Why were you in my suite?” Mike looked over at Beth. “We did put up the ‘do not disturb’ sign, right?”

      Beth nodded. “Oh, absolutely. I made sure of it.”

      “To clean your room!” Aurora took a step back and pointed accusingly at Mike. “But you need to tell me how you got a fucking goblin onto our property!”

      “I summoned her.” Mike looked at everyone as if hoping for their support. “You know, to clean our room.”

      “We have people for that!” Aurora slapped away Ingrid’s hands and took a step back. Ingrid, satisfied Aurora wasn’t going to punch Mike, turned to face him.

      “What do you mean, you summoned her?” Ingrid asked.

      “Just what I said. I knew we’d be down here a bit, but didn’t want anyone messing around in our room. So I summoned a goblin to clean my room.” He didn’t dare mention Kisa, who they probably hadn’t noticed. When he had telepathically called the cat girl earlier with his dilemma, Tink had been more than eager to help him out.

      “From where exactly?”

      “She was probably at home when she found out I needed her. It’s a place that overlaps with several dimensions. I can’t properly explain it to you.” Mike knew the truth stone in Ingrid’s pocket was agreeing with every word he said, and his answers were driving her nuts. “I have her clean up messes in my own house. She’s pretty great.”

      “You expect us to believe you can just summon up a goblin to clean your damn house?” Ingrid stared at him as if in shock.

      “No. But whether you believe me doesn’t matter, ’cause I did.” He looked past her at Aurora. “I’m sorry your staff got bitten, but if she chased you out with a hammer, it means you weren’t letting her do what she came to do.”

      “I thought this property was warded.” This came from Leilani, who now wore a severe frown.

      “It is,” Ingrid replied, then looked at Mike. “Or at least, it’s supposed to be.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you,” Mike replied. “I didn’t think summoning a goblin to clean my suite would be a big deal.”

      “We have people here for that,” hissed Aurora through her teeth.

      “You’ve said that already, but I’m a little particular about who I want touching my things.” He stood and gave a little bow to the princess. “Excuse me, but I must go take care of this.”

      Leilani nodded but said nothing in response. Mike walked back to his suite with Wallace and Ingrid in tow. When they got to the outside of his room, he saw drops of blood in the hallway that a staffer was trying to clean up.

      “Ugh, I bet that stung,” he said, then looked at Ingrid. “You can tell your person not to worry about being bitten. Goblins don’t have rabies or anything. Well, I know this one doesn’t, at least.”

      He carefully used his bracelet to open the door and stepped inside. Tink was kneeling in the kitchenette, wearing a French maid’s outfit while sweeping a clean spot on the floor. Her eyes lit up when she saw him, but she hissed at Ingrid, who had pulled a wand.

      “Wouldn’t do that,” Mike cautioned. “Last person I saw cast a spell at her didn’t survive.”

      “Just…give it clothes, or whatever it takes to make it go away.” Ingrid lowered her wand but kept a tight grip.

      Tink growled at Ingrid, then gave her the finger. “Stupid girl never know when room need cleaning, maybe goblin stick around forever.”

      “Ugh.” Ingrid lowered her voice. “She even sounds stupid.”

      Tink drew the hammer from behind her back, but Mike snagged it before she could throw it. He gave her a stern look, and she crossed her arms and looked away from him.

      “Unless there’s a good reason I cannot have my own cleaning staff, I would like her to continue her job.” He set the hammer handle up on the counter and turned toward Ingrid. “Besides, who is in my suite isn’t important. Right?”

      Ingrid stared at him silently for several long moments, her eyes flicking back and forth between him and Tink. The silence was broken when Ratu and Quetzalli exited the elevator and came down the hallway.

      “Excuse us,” Quetzalli said, pushing past Wallace into the room. “We need to change into better clothes for hiking.”

      “And we might be a while, seeing how us lovely ladies need time to get ready.” Ratu looked down her nose at both Ingrid and Wallace, then walked into the suite to go to her room.

      “Yeah, that guy seems like a complete ass,” said Wallace, who noticed the look of surprise on Mike’s face. “And yes, I’m aware that coming from me, that’s saying something. We know almost nothing about him, and he gives me the creeps.”

      Ingrid looked at her partner, then to Mike. “The merfolk have never spoken a word to us about this man. Intel hit a match with the name, but the last guy who used it died two hundred and fifty years ago.”

      “Can humans live that long?” Mike asked.

      Ingrid shrugged. “It’s extremely rare, but we’ve seen it. However, we’ve yet to run across a human that old who isn’t a complete bastard. It’s almost like that second century breeds contempt for your fellow man.” She looked past him down at Tink and let out a sigh. “How long does she stay summoned?”

      “If you’re asking if there’s a limit to how long she’s here, no, not really. And since Lily was going to stick around anyway, I was going to have the goblin keep the place clean so your people don’t have to deal with Lily and her mess. It’s clear she’s causing problems, so the plan was to have her stay in the room.”

      The mage chewed at her lip for a moment, clearly unable to formulate an argument as to why the Order needed to be in the room. Though Mike still didn’t know what sort of threat the Captain would pose, at least this battle over the room was something they had figured out how to handle.

      “Really, Beth will probably be back and forth up here as well.” Wallace leaned against the frame of the door. “Since the merfolk decided to keep her on the property. Our people have plenty of other things they could be working on.”

      Ingrid sighed. “It’s fine,” she said, a defeated look on her face. “We leave at the top of the hour. Please meet us down at the dock.”

      “Will do.” Mike gave her a mock salute and shut the door behind them after they left. When he turned around, he saw Ratu run out of her bedroom and straight into his.

      “I need to get something,” she called over her shoulder. “No time to explain.”

      She closed the door behind her, leaving Mike alone with Tink. She smiled up at him, wiggling her butt back and forth like an excited puppy.

      “Tink do great job!” she declared, then scowled at the hallway door. “Bite stupid bitch who call Tink an ogre.”

      “That’s because Tink is the best wife.” He bent down to kiss her forehead. “Now I want to know where you got the maid outfit on short notice.”

      “It was supposed to be a surprise.” Kisa stood up from behind the couch. She was in a maid’s outfit as well. “But if you all are leaving at the top of the hour, the surprise will have to wait.”

      “Damn,” Mike muttered, contemplating the cat girl and the goblin. While they could probably make something happen, it would be rushed, and he wanted to savor whatever scenario Tink and Kisa had come up with.

      “By the way. You aren’t actually expecting us to clean this place, are you?” Kisa put her hands on her hips, her tail flicking back and forth.

      “No, no, of course not.” A wicked grin crossed his face. “But maybe if I need some turndown service, I’ll⁠—”

      Tink pinched his ass so hard he jumped. She walked backward toward his room with a smirk on her face as he followed. “Husband know who to call. We go now, Tink’s turn to watch baby legs.”

      He watched them both slide under his bed and vanish. With a little sigh, he moved toward the closet where his hiking gear was stashed. Today was gonna be long, and he needed to be ready for anything.

      ---

      “I’m telling you, that fucking doll is following me!”

      Cyrus raised an eyebrow dramatically and turned in slow motion to look at the nearest window of the Radley home. For perhaps the fifth time today, he found himself looking at a normal window, bereft of decor other than some light curtains.

      “I still don’t see anything,” he said to a very frustrated Bradford, perfectly aware that somebody in the house was messing with the Knight. Cyrus had met Jenny the doll on a few occasions, though it was usually at a distance. There had been a couple of times Mike had brought the possessed doll to tea and she sat in his lap, but Mike had assured him they would all be perfectly safe as long as Cyrus didn’t make direct eye contact. He had thought Mike had been kidding, but there was something about those porcelain features that gave him the heebie-jeebies.

      He didn’t know if the doll was just messing with the man or if he had done something to piss her off. Either way, the doll was the least of their worries right now. The last twenty-four hours had been a disaster. After tea with Mike the other evening, he’d thought things would be quiet for a while. That had been wishful thinking. The very next morning, he’d discovered that Laurel had gotten up before him and led the field team to do some preliminary work under her guidance. She was clearly trying to establish herself as second-in-command, and he noticed a few people on the field team were already deferring to her.

      This put him in a difficult position. Ordinarily, he wouldn’t worry about it. He was meticulous in his work and didn’t really care what others thought. However, he was purposefully doing a bad job meant to look like a good one, and he knew Laurel was going to start producing results. When he had said as much to Death, the reaper had simply chuckled and wandered off.

      An hour later, a member of the field team had reported strange lights and then disappeared in the hedge maze for half the day, despite his team searching through it numerous times. When he’d shown up again, he claimed he had only been missing for a few minutes and had no recollection of anything else. When Laurel had confronted Death over the matter, he had simply shrugged and declared maybe the man had stopped to smell the roses.

      The groundskeeping staff kept creating projects wherever his people were investigating, and they were starting to rightfully suspect that something was up. Mads had taken to following Cyrus around, claiming it was for his own protection. More than anything else, Cyrus worried that Laurel and Mads had figured out he was up to something.

      Cyrus pulled a couple antacid chewables from his pocket and popped them into his mouth. At the rate he was going through them, he was going to have to buy more tonight. Everything tasted like chalk lately.

      “There! She’s right there!” Bradford pointed at a different window.

      This time, Cyrus saw Jenny in the corner, staring down at the two of them. For just a moment, he heard a woman’s laugh in the back of his mind.

      “I still don’t see anything.” Cyrus patted Bradford’s shoulder. “Why don’t you go take a break? This place, it’s different from what we’re used to.”

      “We’ll see how different it is once we crack it open.” Bradford stormed off around the house, stopping long enough to slice the top off a small shrub with his sword. Cyrus watched him until he was gone, then looked back at the window.

      The doll was gone.

      “He seems fragile.” Death startled Cyrus, causing his heart rate to skyrocket. He clutched at his chest dramatically, spinning to confront the reaper.

      “Don’t do that, you’re gonna give me a heart attack!”

      “Nonsense. I would know if you were at my door.” Death chuckled and looked at the window. “Jenny likes him. Said he’s…he’s…” He scratched the back of his skull with bony fingers, then snapped them. “Delectable!”

      “Are you sure that’s the word she used?” Cyrus moved away from the house and toward a small picnic table that had been set up near the greenhouse. He groaned when he sat, his knees and back protesting. Retirement had softened him more than he’d realized, and the long day of pretending to study the house was already wearing on him.

      “It was. When I asked her for clarification, she said his fear was delicious.”

      Cyrus shivered, grateful the doll knew he was on her side. “I’m surprised he’s all worked up, honestly. She’s just playing peekaboo with him, right?”

      “The scariest things are the ones we build up inside our mind. Perhaps he fears the unknown or maybe he worries his mental faculties are failing him. For most people, it’s far more important to be believed than anything else. Being unable to trust your own senses is no different from being lost in the dark.”

      “That’s fairly insightful.”

      Death sat across from Cyrus and steepled his hands together. “I represent the great unknown, the darkness from which there is no return. Surely I’ve learned a thing or two here.”

      “You’ve learned plenty during your time at the house, don’t sell yourself short. I assume we won’t be having tea tonight?”

      “You are correct. Perhaps tomorrow night I will have time.” Death was referring indirectly to Mike’s ability to drop by and check in personally. “Is there anything we need to discuss?”

      Cyrus looked around to make sure none of his team were nearby. “The mage Laurel is my number one concern right now. If something happened to me, her approach to examining your home would be far more…aggressive.”

      “I see.” Death pulled out his phone and started tapping on the screen. “I will let Jenny know.”

      “The doll has a phone?”

      “We’re on a family plan. She mostly uses it for scaring people on the internet. Mike Radley did have to disable her ability to call outside the family though. She got in trouble for calling strangers in the middle of the night.”

      “Yeah, I can see why that would cause problems.” He watched the house for a bit longer, then excused himself to check in with the rest of the team. Toward the front of the house, Laurel was busy taking a statement from Bradford, scribbling onto a small notepad with a pencil.

      “Did something happen?” he asked.

      “You may not be taking this investigation seriously, but I am.” Laurel gave him a withering glare, one that was matched by Bradford. “I firmly believe Bradford has encountered a paranormal entity.”

      “Yes, and?” Cyrus waved at the house. “We’re expecting the paranormal, remember? It’s kind of like a zoo for one, actually.”

      “But a denizen of the house is making contact with him. Maybe it wishes to talk? What if it wants out?” She jabbed her pencil in his direction. “I feel this is worth pursuing, even if you don’t. Mads?”

      “Hmm?” Her Knight had been staring at the windows.

      “Spirit board and spirit box.” She scowled at Cyrus. “Unless you have a problem with that?”

      “Not at all,” he replied.

      Ouija boards had been around forever, but the spirit box was relatively new technology the Order had invented that had been leaked to the public. While it could be used to allow the living to commune directly with spirits, it was often misused for the purpose of amateur ghost hunting. “But to play devil’s advocate, what if the spirit is hostile? What if it doesn’t want you around?”

      “Then we shall treat it as a hostile entity.” Laurel’s features twisted. “Master Cyrus, have you spoken with the director today?”

      Cyrus shook his head. “Last we spoke, I was given the impression he only wanted to hear from me should we have something meaningful to give him. Lacking any discovery of merit, I have not checked in.”

      “Well, I called the director first thing this morning. The Caretaker should be near or at his property in Hawaii already. If our timeline is correct, we only have the next two or three days to make progress. We aren’t going to make it through traditional methods. We have twenty-four hours to give the director reason to believe our mission here will be successful.”

      “Or?” Cyrus held out his arms in a massive shrug. “What happens if we don’t?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Preparations are already being made.”

      Cyrus didn’t like the sound of that but kept his face neutral. Instead, he bowed his head in her direction. “Perhaps I should check in with him.”

      “You can try, but it may be difficult. He’s currently monitoring the situation in Maui personally. I wanted to make sure I fully understood what he expected from our mission here.” Her smug grin was made more alarming by the glint in her eyes. He had been right to worry about Laurel. It wasn’t just that she was clever or good at her job. She was motivated and eager to chase success.

      “I see.” He scratched the back of his head and sighed. “I’ve been out of the game too long. But you all knew that before you even got here. I just want you to know I appreciate the energy you are putting into this. I… I feel like a man out of time, Sister Laurel. Three years ago, you and I would be fighting to see who could accomplish more here, and I’ll admit I’ve lost that edge.”

      The light of triumph shone in Laurel’s eyes as she nodded her agreement.

      “But,” he said with a finger held up, “I still have knowledge and experience we should utilize as a team. So while you may be the cutting edge we need, I ask that you let me be the steady hand that guides you. The director is our superior, but as you said, his full attention is on a different aspect of this project. I would hate for him to make false assumptions.”

      The mage contemplated his words for several moments, then crossed her arms. “Of course, Master Cyrus. I didn’t mean to overstep my station.”

      He knew it was a bullshit apology and she would do it again in a heartbeat. That didn’t matter to him though. For now, Laurel would give him just enough rope to hang himself in the eyes of the director. His admission would be used to demote him, but that was fine. As long as nobody suspected his true intentions, he could still stall whatever the Order had put into motion.

      A lot of his future plans hinged on Laurel’s comments about those extra preparations. He spent a couple of minutes discussing next moves with Laurel, including some additional advice on precautions for the spirit box, then excused himself to check in with the director. When he called, he got an underling who explained that the director had gone dark to monitor the Hana excursion in real time, which meant Cyrus wouldn’t get answers anytime soon. Disgruntled, he paced the front yard, doing his best to appear busy while pondering his next move.

      Based on older protocols, he couldn’t be sure what the Order would attempt. Knowing what he did about the house, it wasn’t like they could just call in more mages. If they were going to attempt an assault on the house, they would have to find a different method, and he didn’t know what that would be. His best guess would be some sort of long-distance assault, but he assumed the protective magic was capable of defending from such an attempt.

      “Ye look lost, lad.” Cyrus was pulled from his ruminations by one of the gardeners he recognized, a man in dark leather who patrolled the rosebushes almost exclusively. “Seems ye’ve got a load on yer mind.”

      “Indeed I do.” Cyrus saw the man was snipping the heads off roses and tossing them into a bucket. “Is there something wrong with those ones?” he asked.

      “Aye.” The gardener snipped another rose free. “The plant can only make so many. Once the flower has bloomed, it’s served its purpose. I cut it away so the bush can make more.” He held the rose out for Cyrus. “But we can appreciate ’em all the same. Struck down at the height o’ beauty for us to enjoy.”

      “I see.” Cyrus waved a hand dismissively. “Sorry to bother you.”

      “I don’t think ye actually be seeing what I mean. Perhaps ye should consider stoppin’ and smellin’ the roses proper?” The gardener held out the rose again. “Go on, take it.”

      Puzzled, Cyrus accepted the flower but hid his surprise when he felt something else pushed into the palm of his hand. Out of the corner of his vision, he noticed one of the Knights was watching the interaction. He sniffed at the flower and let out a sigh.

      “And did ye learn anythin’?” asked the gardener.

      “No.” Cyrus handed the flower back, keeping the item tucked safely in his palm. “I’ve never been good at flower analogies.”

      “Aye.” The gardener picked up his bucket. “Well, I hope ye figure out yer problem soon enough. When somethin’ bothers me, my favorite place to sit is the gazebo. Nice and quiet, it has a great view.”

      “Uh-huh, thanks.” Cyrus nodded and walked away, making brief eye contact with the nearby Knight. There was a questioning look in the man’s eyes, but Cyrus just spiraled a finger by his ear, conveying the gardener was just a chatty loon. He wandered the grounds for a couple more minutes before strolling up to the gazebo, the item still tucked firmly in his hand. It wasn’t until he sat down at the table inside the gazebo that he dared chance a peek at the thing.

      It was an earbud, colored to match his own skin. He feigned scratching at his ear and slid it into place. Almost immediately, a voice spoke to him.

      “Took you long enough.”

      Cyrus held back a grin, immediately recognizing the rat queen. That meant Eulalie was somewhere nearby, perhaps even watching him.

      “This is far better than a hood,” he muttered, hoping the earpiece could pick up his voice.

      “Yeah, well, I don’t have enough hoods for everyone and didn’t want your friends to get jealous.” Eulalie chuckled on the other end. “Been a while since we’ve spoken.”

      In fact, he hadn’t talked to her since the angel incident. He had often asked about her, but Mike always waved the question off as unimportant. “To what do I owe the honor?”

      “I’ve had to stare at the bald spot forming on top of your head for the last day or so.” Eulalie chuckled as Cyrus looked up, only to realize he was inside the gazebo and was staring at the roof. “We’ve been using drones, Cyrus.”

      “How did you get drones to work?” He scratched at his beard. “If you take them outside the protective boundary, they won’t actually show you anything of value.” Well, that wasn’t necessarily true. The geas didn’t care about him or his bald spot, so a drone would pick him up no problem.

      “I’m allowed inside the house. Aerial footage will show me all the details of whatever I want to see. It doesn’t hurt that I have access to the best drones a shadow government can buy.” Cyrus smiled at Eulalie’s smug tone. Though he didn’t know what she looked like, it was easy to hear she was quite pleased with herself. “Speaking of shadow governments, let’s talk about yours.”

      “Not technically a government,” he replied. “Though, the comparison is apt.”

      “I recently had the good fortune of gaining access to the Order’s financials. Well, the accounts I had missed the first time, anyway. You guys pretty much invented shell corporations, and I imagine you have a team dedicated to juggling all that damned money.”

      “Wait, you’re in our bank accounts?” His eyes bugged out of his head.

      “Not quite. Don’t worry, old-timer, your pension is safe from me.” He could almost hear her think for now. The Order’s financial assets were spread across the globe, capable of making big purchases in pretty much any country. There were actual vaults stacked high with precious metals and cash just in case they needed something fast.

      “What are you looking at?” he asked, almost afraid to hear the answer.

      “Some dark web type stuff. I do think it’s funny that you guys actually have a PayPal account, but I was very interested to learn about some of your crypto activities.”

      Cyrus shook his head, then remembered she couldn’t see him. Or maybe she could. It didn’t really matter. “I’m afraid I won’t be of much help to you there. I barely understand it myself, but yes, the Order uses crypto.” He didn’t tell her the Order had essentially invented Bitcoin for the purpose of anonymity. In a world where information was becoming easier to spread, they needed a way to move large amounts of money without anyone knowing to whom it belonged.

      “You all have a whole chain of transactions, most of which seem to be an attempt to bounce money around and make it harder to spot. But last night, the Order transferred fifteen million dollars into an account that definitely isn’t one of yours. Any thoughts?”

      Cyrus frowned. Fifteen million wasn’t a red flag by any means. “That could be anything,” he replied.

      “It could be. However, I learned that was just the first payment. They sent another five million shortly after. I’m tracking two of your planes right now, and it seems like they are making round trips to South America. They’re on their way back right now, actually.”

      “You’re…tracking our planes? How? That shouldn’t be possible.”

      Eulalie sighed. “I don’t have time to explain in detail, but I’m looking at falsified flight plans, fuel purchases that tell me how long they’re going to be in the air, money trails, and a bevy of data that points to conclusions I don’t much care for.”

      “You got rats onto those planes, didn’t you?”

      “I refuse to divulge my methods.” He heard her snort. “But yes. If it wouldn’t hurt the rats, I’d stick one up your director’s ass just to see what makes him tick. No amount of magical warding will compensate for installing monitoring equipment directly inside your aircraft. I know where they are and how fast they’re flying. On a related note, who do you get your spy cameras from? The quality of the optics is fantastic.”

      Cyrus grinned in spite of himself. He could hear the joy in Eulalie’s voice, reminding him of a kid in a candy store.

      “Our technology department is top-notch. I could tell you where they’re located, but perhaps you prefer the challenge of finding them instead.”

      There was a long moment of silence, followed by a sigh. “I’m getting distracted,” she muttered, and he heard a sound that made him think she was smacking her own cheeks. “We’ll talk tech later. I need to know what you all could be spending money on that would end up on our doorstep.”

      “What? Here?” He frowned. “Run that all by me again?”

      “Within one hour of a fifteen-million-dollar down payment, your planes touched down in Ecuador. They are currently on their way back. These are your private planes, the ones you use for people. I want to know who they could be bringing back from Ecuador.”

      Cyrus stared at his hands, deep in thought. They had a facility in Ecuador, but it was more of a monitoring station. Even so, they wouldn’t require any sort of payment to show up.

      “Private contractors,” he said, his thoughts suddenly grim. When Laurel had said preparations were already being made, this was likely what she referred to.

      “What kind?” Eulalie asked. “Because as of right now, it seems very much like the Order is bringing in a small army.”

      “But an army wouldn’t be able to accomplish anything…right?” He scratched his head. “None of our people are in Ecuador, and I’m unaware of any magical assets there. That means they’re bringing in outsiders, likely the human kind.”

      “Mercenaries.” Eulalie could be heard typing on a keyboard, and she let out a hiss that caused the hair on Cyrus’s neck to stand straight up. “Oh, fuck me, this is bad.”

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “If my data is correct, your boss hired a paramilitary group called the Sons of Sin.”

      “No!” Cyrus whispered in alarm.

      “Yes. I have to go. It’s time for a family discussion.”

      The earpiece went silent, and Cyrus gazed out at the front yard, his thoughts whirling. Right now, the Radley estate looked similar to a botanical garden, with staff wandering the property and tending the plants.

      But if the director really had hired the Sons of Sin, this place was about to become a battlefield. The Order rarely hired the group, but when they did, it was always a mission geared toward extermination. The Sons of Sin were some of the nastiest bastards on the planet, cold-blooded killers for hire, and they were coming here. He had no idea what they had been doing in Ecuador, but there was no reason to doubt Eulalie’s intel.

      Cyrus rose to his feet, groaning at the ache in his lower spine. It was clear now that the director had never thought Cyrus would succeed. Instead, he was only there to gather intel, which he would hand over to the next person in charge when they arrived. Scowling, he turned to stare up at the house.

      It was time for some preparations of his own.

      ---

      A pair of speedboats ferried Mike and the rest of the team to the eastern side of the island. He sat with Ratu and Quetzalli in the back while Ingrid and Wallace sat up front with the driver. Supplies had been strapped to the other boat, things they would need for the brutal hike up to the Big Bog. There were only two ways to get there, and they weren’t going to be able to fly in and climb down from above. Most of the land was protected by the government, and the Order had been unable to secure access from the Hawai‘i Land Trust. This meant starting the trek at the beach and working their way up the mountain.

      Less than a quarter mile behind them, Captain Francois’s ship glided across the water, keeping up with them. Every now and then it would fall behind and simply vanish into a cloud of mist, likely a form of magical camouflage. On more than one occasion, Mike caught Ingrid watching the ship with concern. Even though he was technically at odds with the Order, he appreciated knowing she was uncomfortable with the man as well.

      Princess Leilani sailed with Francois. Even now, Mike could see the princess standing at the prow of the vessel, her eyes fixed on the volcano. She had graciously declined riding with Mike and the others, citing she would only travel with her guardian. Up on the deck, Captain Francois stood behind the helm, casually steering the ship with one hand while eating an apple with the other.

      “I really don’t like that guy,” Mike muttered.

      “It’s not just you.” Ratu wrapped her arm around his and leaned into him. Turning her head, she placed a couple of kisses on his neck, then whispered in his ear. “Are they looking elsewhere?”

      Assuming she was referring to the Order, he nodded. Wallace looked like he was taking a power nap in the front of the boat, and Ingrid was focused on Francois’s ship. Mike was unable to make out the name on the prow, but the impressively cut figurehead with the flowing beard made him think it was probably something manly.

      “Yeah,” he muttered.

      Ratu ran her hand along his body, sliding it up under his shirt as if to feel his abs. He felt her slide something into the waistband of his shorts.

      “Don’t react,” she whispered as she nibbled at his ear. “I mean, react to this, but not what I’m about to tell you.”

      He smirked and leaned into her, putting an arm around her, and playfully squeezed her breast through her shirt. Ingrid looked at them and made a point of turning away.

      “You’re about to feel Daisy climbing up your chest,” she whispered. “Cerulea and Olivia will be with Quetzalli and me. I left Carmina with Lily back at Paradise.”

      “What’s going on?” he asked.

      “Just a hunch,” she muttered. “After you left breakfast, everybody started chatting, and I overheard the Captain say something to Leilani in the lost language of Atlantis.”

      “Can’t be lost if someone speaks it,” he replied.

      Ratu bit his ear hard enough that he flinched.

      “Please, continue,” he muttered, trying to ignore the pain.

      “To clarify, it’s considered lost because the Atlanteans themselves are gone. I know the language because I needed it for disenchanting a bunch of their stuff over the years. They’re using you and the Order to take care of whatever is up the mountain. She asked him when he thought the tide would go out.”

      Mike didn’t have a clever retort for that. “What does that even mean?” he asked, knowing perfectly well that it was a nonsensical question for a mermaid to ask.

      “He told her as soon as the crabs finished their meal. I suspect their plan is to take you out once you’ve done whatever they think you’re going to do. Possibly the Order too.” She nuzzled him extra hard, her hand moving up his chest to play with his nipple. A tiny pair of hands and feet crawled along his ribs as Daisy squeezed herself flat against his back.

      “The enemy of my enemy,” he muttered.

      “Mike, if the Order finds out the Captain can claim your home, we might lose our safety net.” Her voice was at odds with her amorous ministrations as she licked the side of his neck. “The fairies are here in case we get separated. They can sense one another and we can use them to navigate if needed.”

      “What else did you give me?”

      “Knock it off, you two.” Ingrid had a look of disgust on her face. “There’s no fucking on this boat.”

      “Or if there is, make sure you bring plenty of fucking for everybody.” Wallace lowered his shades and grinned at everyone. When nobody responded, he sighed and sat back in his chair, resuming the power-nap position.

      Ratu had already slid away from Mike, pretending to adjust her clothes. She smiled at him, but he could see the worry in her eyes. Once they started their ascent of the mountain, danger could come from almost anywhere. His safety was assured only until they reached their destination and completed their task. He couldn’t help but think about the sword at Francois’s hip.

      He briefly wondered if Ratu had borrowed a collapsible sword from Dana, but knew that couldn’t be it. Not only would tucking a blade into his pants be silly, but he also had no idea how to use it. Over the last couple of years, he had worked on getting stronger and using his magic, but self-defense with weapons hadn’t been part of the agenda.

      The trip around the eastern edge of the island had them landing at a village built along the edge of the water. The buildings that dotted the hillside were beautiful and painted bright colors so they stood out against the green backdrop of the forest. In the distance, the volcano Haleakalā loomed over them like a silent guardian.

      “That’s gonna be a long climb,” Mike reflected as their boat angled toward the pier. While they didn’t need to get all the way to the top, there were no discernable roads he could see.

      On the dock, a few Order members waited, all of them wearing bright Hawaiian colors and dark sunglasses. They looked like Secret Service agents on vacation, except instead of guns, they were armed with collapsible blades and wands, all in holsters strapped to belts and thighs.

      “How do people not notice you guys?” he asked Ingrid. “You look like mercenaries.”

      She looked at the agents, then back at Mike. “You’d be surprised what people don’t notice. At a cursory glance, they’re probably just another tour company, or maybe just some weird tourists. People carry knives. It’s not that uncommon. You shouldn’t be able to see the wands though. The holsters have a localized enchantment that make the wands look like something else, like a cell phone or whatever. When the Order does postinvestigation surveys, people usually mistake us for law enforcement or park rangers. With Haleakalā National Park nearby, that’s probably where people will think we’re from.”

      “Are we going in through the park?” he asked. “To utilize their trails?”

      Ingrid shook her head. “No. Normal people may mistake us for park rangers, but the actual park rangers will not. We can’t chance running into people on the regular trails. I’m afraid you are too…memorable.”

      Mike looked questioningly over at Ratu and Quetzalli. Ratu’s eyes were closed as she leaned back over the gunwale to expose her neck and chest to the sun. Quetzalli was leaning over the side of the boat, her silver hair billowing in the breeze while her large breasts jiggled in time with the waves the boat bounced over. “Yeah, I suppose that’s the price we pay for traveling with them.”

      The mage looked incredulous for a moment, then shook her head. “I can’t tell if you’re ignorant or screwing with me.”

      He frowned at the mage. “Ratu looks like an Instagram model, and Quetzalli is a curvy woman with silver hair and purple eyes. I’m aware they’d gather attention.”

      “I’m talking about you.” Her features softened. “You really don’t know, do you?”

      “Clearly I don’t. Care to explain it?”

      Ingrid shook her head and chuckled. “I thought you were doing it on purpose this whole time too. I was referring to you. Have you seen yourself lately?”

      “Um, yeah? I’m not a vampire, I have a reflection.”

      She scrutinized him for a few seconds, then nodded. “After we dock, I want to show you something. It will only take a couple of minutes. Then you’ll understand.”

      Curious, Mike nodded, then turned his attention back to the village of Hana. It was a secluded side of the island that was relatively untouched by commercial development. There were some people wandering the shoreline, some casting nets out into the water, while others looked like tourists. Nobody paid them any attention as they approached.

      Mike looked back to see if Francois would dock his vessel, but it had shrunk down to the size of a catamaran as they neared the shore. Leilani dove into the water and vanished from sight, leaving Francois by himself on his vessel.

      “Do you think he’s alone on there?” he asked Ingrid.

      “I assume so. We haven’t seen anybody else on board.” She picked up a pair of binoculars. “Why? Do you think he has a crew stashed somewhere?”

      He thought about his own home. Did the ship have its own kind of geas? What kind of defenses did it have other than the cloudy camouflage? Would Francois surprise them with a magical crew of men and women, or would they be cryptids?

      “Just wondering is all,” he replied. Ratu frowned in Francois’s direction.

      Docking was a relatively silent affair. They were welcomed ashore as the Order pulled supplies from the other boat and loaded them into a pair of jeeps. Leilani appeared on the beach, wandering the shore as if looking for shells. She wore a green wrap around her legs and a yellow bikini top that contrasted nicely against her darker skin. The catamaran had shrunk down to a canoe, and Francois hopped onto the dock as the ship transformed into mist and flowed into the magical bottle at his waist. Francois was friendly with the Order, greeting each one with a smile and a handshake. Though Mike still got bad vibes from the man, Francois’s friendliness seemed genuine.

      “Don’t let that fool you.” Ratu was standing right behind him now, her words soft in his ear. “You are that man’s competition.”

      He nodded, grateful for the reminder. Quetzalli had left the dock and was walking the shore just behind Leilani, who looked back at the dragon with interest. The rising sun was scattering prismatic colors off the exposed scales on Quetzalli’s neck and arms, which definitely caught the Order’s attention.

      Ingrid watched the dragon for a moment, then walked over to Mike. “What is she?” she asked him. “We thought she was just some side piece for you, but it’s clear she’s something more.”

      “What, the hair and the eyes didn’t give it away?” He smirked at the mage.

      “I once watched a man get eaten from the inside by insects in a matter of seconds.” She scowled at him. “I thought her appearance was simply hair dye and contacts, honestly.”

      Mike pursed his lips as if deep in thought. “You should really be asking her,” he said, knowing Quetzalli wouldn’t tell anyone. “That’s her secret to share.”

      Ingrid groaned and shook her head. “Of course you couldn’t just tell me. Look, can you at least tell me she won’t hinder us? Looking at her, she doesn’t seem like the kind of woman who can handle the stress of bushwhacking up a mountain.”

      “She can handle it.” Holding back a grin, he continued, “I once saw her eat a man from the inside using a bunch of insects.”

      “Fuck you, Caretaker.” Ingrid’s eyes went hard. “Maybe this is a game to you, but this is my life. Do you know how many times I’ve watched someone I care about get killed? Maybe if you’d lost someone close to you, you’d understand.”

      He sighed and turned his attention toward her. Loss was something he was well acquainted with. “I apologize,” he said. “I was trying to be funny.”

      “Try harder.” She turned to walk away but spun back around to face him. “Actually, stop trying. That would be even better.”

      “I hear that a lot at home, actually.” He became serious once again. “But I really am sorry.”

      Ingrid rolled her eyes and left to check in with the others. Ratu was staring up at the volcano, her emerald eyes glistening.

      “I can feel it,” she said, awe in her voice. “The mountain, I mean. Millions of tons of rock and soil, permeated with the earth’s heat like the veins around a beating heart. It may be slumbering, but it is very much alive.”

      He put a hand around her waist and watched the mountain with her. Where Ratu felt the magic of the earth, he could feel the life of the forest. It was like staring into a distant crowd of people and only hearing snippets of their voices. There was power here he hadn’t felt anywhere else. In the tower world, mighty mountains loomed, but they were cold and lonely. Haleakalā had a presence that filled both his eyes and his mind, leaving him longing for more.

      “What are you looking at?” The voice startled him, and Mike turned to find Leilani staring at them with curiosity.

      “The mountain,” he said.

      She nodded in understanding. “Haleakalā is very impressive. Once every five years, my people allow the bravest warriors able to make legs to make a pilgrimage up its slopes and bring back a stone from the highest peak. These stones are special to us because they are a reminder that with enough time, anyone can touch the sky.”

      Mike contemplated the princess. It was the first time he had seen her express any thought beyond vengeance or serving her people. Her perpetual scowl had been replaced with wide-eyed curiosity, and maybe even some trepidation.

      “Have you climbed it before?”

      Her eyes snapped toward him, and she shook her head. “I was not old enough for the last pilgrimage, nor would I have been considered worthy.”

      “But certainly you would qualify now.”

      She nodded. “That is true. But my status as a royal means it would be difficult to convince the council to allow me to go. Every pilgrimage, there is at least one who fails to return.”

      “What happened to them?” asked Ratu.

      “The merfolk share a cautious peace with the humans of the island today, but we were often at odds with the kings of old. The spirits of the dead have not forgotten and will not hesitate to slay my people.” Leilani’s eyes glistened with excitement. “They are the Nightmarchers, the warriors of old.”

      “Excuse me, the what now?” Mike gaped at Leilani. “We have to fight spirits?”

      “Not likely.” Wallace came off the dock, holding a trio of hiking bags. “They only come out after the sun goes down, and we’ll make camp if that happens. There are precautions we can take. Honestly, the Nightmarchers are kind of like the weather—no guarantee you’ll see them, and they usually leave well enough alone unless you piss them off. It’s part of the reason this side of the island is so sparsely populated. Protecting this region from development actually caused the spirits to gather here naturally. Anyone trying to build is usually not a local, and we’ll find their equipment abandoned in the woods one day.”

      “This feels like something you all should have mentioned.” Mike glared at Wallace.

      “I ain’t afraid of no ghosts.” Wallace winked at Leilani and wandered off, whistling the Ghostbusters theme.

      “He is a disgusting man.” The princess frowned at the Knight. “I wish we didn’t have to tolerate his presence.”

      “What did he do?” Mike was insanely curious but was interrupted when Captain Francois came up behind Leilani and handed her a bag.

      “This is your pack,” he declared, his voice kind. He showed her how to loop it around her shoulders as the princess eagerly inspected the nylon straps. When Francois’s attention shifted to Mike, his features hardened.

      “I assume one of your women will be carrying yours?”

      Mike shook his head. “You are incorrect. I’m used to carrying my own weight.”

      “We’ll see, Caretaker. I must admit I was shocked to learn the Caretaker was a man. I guess that means Hestia is becoming desperate.”

      “You know about Hestia?” This fact surprised Mike.

      “I do. And the fact that you heard me speak her name tells me you’ve awakened.” The Captain grinned. “I believe you may be the first Caretaker to accomplish this in a century.”

      “Awakened?” Mike shook his head. “What does that mean?”

      The Captain laughed and walked away with Leilani close behind. They moved to a row of black vans that waited for them up by the road. A couple of men from the Order took their bags and stashed them in the trunk.

      “What an asshole.” Mike sighed. “Seems like this trip is full of them.”

      Ratu nodded her agreement, then squeezed his arm when Ingrid approached.

      “You ready?” she asked, then looked at Ratu. “I’m just borrowing him for a minute.”

      The naga nodded and turned her attention to the beach. Quetzalli had crouched in the sand and was poking something with a stick. The naga wandered over to see what she was doing as Ingrid led Mike up the main road.

      He turned back and gazed across the water for a moment before jogging to catch up to the mage. “So what’s the deal?” he asked. “You’re being very mysterious, you know.”

      She ignored him, her eyes scanning their surroundings. Eventually she settled on a small group of tourists who had set up an early luncheon at one of the picnic tables. There were about six of them, four women and two men.

      “There’s a resort near here, very secluded,” Ingrid explained, then gestured toward the table. “Tourists love to come here and just watch the water. Anyway, I want you to walk past them. Don’t use any of your weird sex magic or anything, just let them get a good look at your face.”

      Though the request was strange, Mike complied. He casually strolled about thirty feet away, keeping his gaze mostly toward the water. The waves were curling over each other to splash onto the shoreline, scattering a mess of sticks that had washed up recently. It very much reminded him of the Dreamscape.

      A woman screamed, causing Mike to trip. Spinning in place, he saw the tourists were standing as a group while one woman pointed at him as she hopped up and down.

      “Holy shit, it’s you. It’s you!” She ran his direction, freezing him in place. He didn’t sense any danger and nearly laughed when her floppy hat fell off her head and landed in the dirt behind her.

      “Uh, yeah, it’s…me?”

      The group congregated around him, eyes wide and in awe.

      “Oh my God, I can’t believe we’re meeting…meeting…” One of the guys was snapping his fingers, as if the sound would somehow trigger the answer.

      “I love all your movies,” gushed one of the other women. “Can I get your autograph?”

      “Movies?” He looked past them at Ingrid, who stood in the distance with her arms crossed and a grin on her face.

      “Shit, shit, I don’t have a pen!” One of the women ran back and grabbed her beach bag and a purse from the table. When she returned, she started handing random objects to the others until finally digging out a black-and-white Bic pen, which she held up like a trophy.

      Mike obliged the requests for autographs and ended up signing someone’s Kindle, a leg, the top of one woman’s boob, and some other random knickknacks. They had him pose for pictures with them, all smiling in delight as he indulged their bizarre requests for poses. One of the men had Mike hold him as if the man had swooned, and everyone joked about how it was the perfect romance.

      He finally extricated himself from the group with the excuse that his manager needed him, then jogged back over to Ingrid. The woman was smug as she waved at the group, then grabbed Mike by the hand and led him back to the pier.

      “So who did they think you were?” she asked.

      “I have no clue,” he replied, realizing he still had the woman’s pen tucked in his pocket. He would have taken it back but didn’t want to get caught up again. “What was that about?”

      “You really don’t know, do you?” She rolled her eyes. “It’s probably the nymph magic in your blood. You are supernaturally gorgeous, and I don’t use that term lightly. I thought maybe it was just something you kept doing, but I’ve watched you for days now. Even when distracted, there’s this aura of desire that is frankly a little disturbing. You just feel like someone I want to be around, hang on all your words, be your best friend, maybe.”

      “But you’ve never acted that way.” He looked back at the group. They all waved at him, so he waved back.

      “I’m a professional,” she replied. “We’re trained to resist charms like yours, but it’s difficult. No doubt they’ll post those pictures of you online and nobody will be able to figure out who you are. You look familiar and have a face that others want to trust. It’s why I don’t trust you, Radley. The most dangerous things in the world always seem like the most harmless.”

      “That’s a harsh assessment,” he replied. “But also totally fair.”

      “You seemed surprised by their reaction,” she added. “When was the last time you were around ordinary people?”

      “Um…” Thinking back on it, he realized the last time he had truly been in public was the day before he had inherited his house. The few times he had left the house, it had always been with Kisa so people couldn’t see him. He was no longer human; he knew this already. But seeing how the others had treated him was more than a little mortifying.

      “It’s been a long time,” he finally admitted.

      “And that’s why we won’t be taking public trails. The last thing we need is people chronicling your every movement.” Ingrid stopped suddenly by the public showers and restroom. “I need to go before we leave. You might want to do the same, unless that’s something you don’t do anymore.”

      He watched her go into the bathroom, then moved into the men’s room on the other side of the building. Realizing this was probably the last moment of privacy he would have, he stepped into one of the stalls and pulled open the waistband of his pants. Daisy emerged from hiding inside his collar and climbed up on top of his head, then stretched her arms and legs.

      Natural light filtered into the bathroom from an opening in the upper wall, the rays scattering off the crystalline decanter in his hands. It wasn’t very large, but he could see where the crack had been, now properly fused shut. Inside, a swirling purple fluid sparkled in the light. As he contemplated the magical container, a pair of tiny eyes formed behind the glass.

      “Why, hello there, Opal.” He smiled at the slime girl in her container. It had taken Ratu almost two years to not only heal the mysterious ooze but fix her core. Now capable of squeezing entirely into her vessel, Opal was able to go anywhere her decanter would fit. “You ready for an adventure?”

      The slime girl winked in response.
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      The road to Hana was beautiful, but driving it was more than a little unnerving. They headed northeast out of the quiet fishing village, navigating a winding road that often had Mike staring down thirty-foot cliffs at the crashing waves. On a couple of occasions, the road became only one lane, which meant driving slow and hoping nobody was coming from the other direction.

      Eventually, the cars pulled off onto a small service road that led them up the hillside to an iron gate that was locked shut, with a group of ATVs waiting for them on the other side. They all got out and stretched. Ingrid and Wallace were busy speaking with the other members of the Order while bags were loaded onto the ATVs. Francois found a wooden stump to put one leg on, cutting a rather majestic figure as he gazed out toward the ocean, the wind ruffling through his hair.

      Mike, on the other hand, was so suddenly bombarded by the forest that he almost blacked out from sensory overload. There was a massive network of life all around him that sang out like a choir, thousands of voices strong. Ratu clung to his elbow, holding him tight against her side.

      “Just breathe,” she said, rubbing his back. He nodded in response, trying to gulp in some air and get his bearings.

      “Is he okay?” Leilani was staring at them from her place by the Captain.

      “Think he’s just a little carsick,” Ratu replied.

      “Weak constitution, eh?” Francois chuckled as he tied a bandanna around his forehead, locking his hair back. “Don’t make men like they used to.”

      Mike vaguely heard Francois through the chatter of nearby spiders. Part of him debated asking if they’d ever tasted French cuisine. Maybe he’d find a cane spider willing to drop on the man’s head; the possibilities were endless.

      “Yeah, you know how it is,” Mike wheezed, playing up the pitiful angle. “Winding roads, am I right?”

      Francois snorted but seemed satisfied with Mike’s response. Leilani stared down at the water, sadness in her eyes.

      “That’s where it happened,” she said, pointing over a nearby bluff. “The colony was pretty close to the cliffs. There were far more dead beneath the waves, the beach got the ones we couldn’t clean up in time.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” Ratu said, still rubbing Mike’s back.

      Leilani nodded in response, her features grim as she turned her gaze out toward the ocean. The sun reflected off the iridescent scales that lined her features, particularly around her ears.

      Mike stood, letting out another deep breath as he closed off his senses. It was going to take him some time to acclimate to the local flora, along with the spiders. He had been out in the woods of Oregon a few times, but it was nowhere near as busy as the tropical rainforests of Maui.

      “It can be overwhelming,” Ratu said as she guided him around the car. “I feel as if a massive heart beats beneath my feet even now.”

      “Oh yeah?” Mike looked up the mountain, which was difficult to see through the thick foliage.

      “The mountain is alive, and it feels like home.” She smiled sadly, then looked over at Quetzalli, who was standing on a rock and staring at a distant waterfall. The dragon seemed lost in thought, but when she turned around, it was to reveal she was consuming a bag of chips she had brought from the car.

      “What?” she asked when she noticed their attention. “The flavor is cool ranch. They are quite tasty.”

      “Okay, team, here’s what we’ve got.” Wallace waved everybody over to where Ingrid waited. “The ATVs are modified quads, which means two people per vehicle. Our support team will be following us up with our gear, but it will probably be slow going for a bit while you all get used to your vehicles.”

      “But if it gets too hard, say something early,” Ingrid added. “The support team includes a couple of spare drivers if necessary. We don’t want to be climbing this mountain all week.”

      “As of this morning, we will be able to follow the tracks of…whatever, most of the way back to the point of origin. It’s rained quite a bit, so parts of it will be washed out, but the quads should manage until it gets too steep.” Wallace looked at Mike. “That will also depend on you. Our guys kept getting turned around despite the obvious trail of devastation through the woods.”

      “That sounds about right,” Mike said. He hadn’t been able to test it himself, but the Oregon property had a similar boundary. “It should be fine as long as you’re all with me.”

      “Or you could grant us all blanket permission.” Francois smirked at Mike. “Go ahead, Caretaker. Say we’re all welcome to enter. That’s how it works, right? Then we don’t have to worry about being knocked off course.”

      Everyone went quiet as the Captain stared down Mike, all signs of humor gone from his sun-washed face.

      “That is how it works, you’re correct.” Mike kept his features neutral, pushing down the anger that bubbled up through his chest. “I wouldn’t even have to snap my fingers. I could just think and make it happen. Super easy.”

      “Then why don’t you?” asked Ingrid.

      “Because I don’t want to.” He turned his attention to Ingrid, being careful to keep the animosity from his voice. “Honestly, that’s the only reason I need, like it or not. But if you want reasons, here’s a good one; I hardly know anybody here. Princess?”

      “Yes?” Leilani regarded him coolly.

      “If I asked, would you grant me access to your kingdom? Allow me to go in unsupervised, do whatever I want away from sight?”

      She shook her head. “Gods, no.”

      “Because you don’t trust me, right? It’s okay if you don’t, I wouldn’t trust me either.” Mike looked at Francois, who was frowning. “My home and the people who rely on me, they trust me to make the important decisions. It’s my job to protect them, much like it’s Leilani’s job to protect her people. Every choice we make may have long-term repercussions, so excuse me if I’m not up to meeting the Captain’s standards for the sake of expediency or convenience.”

      “You speak of trust. Do you not trust us?” Francois swung his arms wide to incorporate the Order.

      Mike took a moment to look at everyone, his eyes lingering briefly on Ingrid’s. “Should I?” he asked. To Ingrid’s credit, she didn’t look away, but he could sense the guilt draped across her soul.

      “This is such a stupid discussion.” Wallace shook his head and climbed onto the driver’s seat of one of the quads. “One way or another, I’ve got to hike this damned mountain, so I don’t give a shit what you all decide.”

      The Captain’s glittering eyes bored into Mike, but he didn’t care. He turned away from the Frenchman and looked at the quads. “Who wants to ride with me?”

      “I do!” Quetzalli ran over, her breasts straining against the fabric of her hiking shirt. When she hugged Mike’s arm, he felt them squish against his body.

      “Your other friend can ride with me.” Wallace patted the passenger seat of his quad.

      “Hard pass.” Ratu nodded in Ingrid’s direction. “I want to ride with her.”

      “Leilani?” Wallace looked almost hopeful, but the mermaid made a noise in disgust.

      “Looks like you’re riding alone, partner.” Ingrid chuckled as some remaining supplies were stacked onto Wallace’s passenger seat and strapped into place.

      Wallace shrugged, dropping his sunglasses into place and pretending to play it cool. He turned on his quad and pulled ahead up the trail a short distance, likely to sulk in private.

      Mike got in his quad and listened patiently to a woman from the Order who went over the controls with him and some tips on driving and riding in one. He appreciated the advice, realizing soon enough that the thing wasn’t simply an overgrown golf cart. It took a few seconds to get a feel for the accelerator, which caused Daisy to squirm under his collar. When Quetzalli sat next to him, he realized she was holding an unopened bag of chips.

      “Where did you get those?” he asked.

      “There was a shop in town,” she replied. “They had these by the front door.”

      “Who paid for them?”

      Her eyes went blank for a moment. “Oh.”

      Mike made a mental note to figure out which shop she had gone in and send them some cash anonymously after this whole thing was done. “Did you grab anything else?”

      “Yeah.” Quetzalli looked ashamed as she emptied her pockets. She had mints, gum, and a roll of hard candies. “I’m sorry, I thought it was like Paradise and we could just take what we wanted.”

      “It’s okay.” He patted her thigh reassuringly and got a nasty zap for his efforts. “I’ll take care of it later, all right?”

      She nodded, then dumped her ill-gotten gains into the cup holder as Mike pulled the quad onto the service road to follow Wallace up the hill. The Knight looked back to make sure everyone was ready. The Captain and Leilani were the last to get started as Francois seemed to have trouble steering his quad. He was getting red in the face and yelling obscenities in French.

      Mike watched the man with a long stare before turning away. “What an asshole,” he muttered, then pressed his foot down on the accelerator to follow Wallace up the trail.

      ----

      Cyrus was napping in a hammock behind the greenhouse when he felt something tug at the hem of his pants. He opened his eyes to see a large rat holding a small paper card between its paws.

      “This cloak-and-dagger shit is wearing on me,” he muttered, then took the card from the rat. It had a drawing of an ear on it done in marker.

      Well, that was easy enough to interpret. He pulled the earpiece from his pocket and shoved it into his ear canal.

      “Good nap?” Eulalie asked.

      “It was, thank you.” He put his hands on the rope hammock and gave it a push. “What is this material, by the way? Some kind of silk?”

      There was a long pause, and then Eulalie chuckled. “A rare kind, actually. I’m calling to let you know I’ve got movement up the street. The SoS is nearly there.”

      “Fuck.” Cyrus got out of the hammock and picked up the bag he had stored nearby. Ever since his phone call with Eulalie earlier, he had been busy putting together some essentials in case things went south with the SoS. When he had asked the rat queen about a potential hiding spot for it all, she had directed him to a hidden location in between a cluster of bushes and trees that grew along the west wall of the greenhouse. When he had spotted the hammock, he had radioed in to Laurel to let her know he would be off property for a bit, then settled in for a nap.

      “How long have I been out?” he asked.

      “A couple of hours. Don’t worry, Jenny’s been keeping your team busy.” Eulalie chuckled ominously.

      “I can’t wait to hear all about it.” Cyrus pulled out his own phone and noticed Laurel hadn’t messaged him at all. That was to be expected, since she was clearly aiming to be in charge. “So you’ve got eyes on the SoS?”

      “All eight of them.” There was a long pause, and Eulalie coughed. “Because we’re using drones.”

      “You aren’t flying them, are you? These guys will probably spot them.”

      Another long pause. “Not really. I landed them in strategic locations to monitor the roads. You’ve got about ten minutes before they arrive.”

      “Okay, then.” Cyrus opened up his bag and contemplated the contents. He had raided a local storehouse for the things he needed without anyone being the wiser. Opening up his coat, he started shoving wands, powders, and various magical implements into the stitched-in pockets.

      “Aren’t you hot in that thing?” Eulalie asked.

      Cyrus took a look around but didn’t see how he was being watched. “Hardly,” he replied. “This coat is vintage Order construction. Keeps me cool in the summer and warm in the winter. They don’t make them like this anymore.”

      “You look like a nerdy Rambo gearing up for war.”

      “I kind of am.” Cyrus paused, then patted himself down. It had been a long time since he had loaded himself down like this. “Once the SoS gets here, they’re likely to take lead on the operation. You never know what to expect from these fuckers.”

      “Why does the Order hire them?” Eulalie asked. “These guys are big news in the criminal underworld. I’m looking at three confirmed regime changes they’re responsible for.”

      “They’ll do anything for money,” he replied. The Sons of Sin really only had one rule: you couldn’t hire them to kill their own members. They were a team, a group committed to making the impossible happen for the right amount of money. The SoS strongly preferred jobs that challenged their skill set, and they were capable of taking down some powerful cryptids with proper preparation.

      They were also disposable in the eyes of the Order. Once the SoS took a job, they guaranteed results and didn’t hold grudges with the client as long as the task was reasonably described. He remembered a story about a dictator who had hired them to take out some monks at a monastery, which had turned out to actually be a nest of guerrilla fighters. Even though the SoS had easily exterminated the fighters, they’d assassinated the dictator the very next week for lying about the target.

      If members of the SoS died, it was far preferable to losing Knights and mages. There were already so few of them left that the Order was never going to replenish its ranks with their current losses. The SoS could replenish their ranks from anybody with combat experience and the ability to follow commands. Secretly, Cyrus wondered if the men of the SoS had a death wish and figured they would wager their lives for some big payouts before shuffling off their mortal coil. They also never took women. Cyrus didn’t know what that was about.

      A quick final check reassured him he was ready for almost anything. Once the SoS were here, he was going to be under tight scrutiny. They weren’t really known for subtlety either.

      “Keep me in your ear,” Eulalie said. “I’ve got eyes on you but want to hear what’s going on.”

      “Roger.” Cyrus crouched and crawled on all fours to escape his secret haven. He would have to remember this place next time he came to visit; it seemed like a nice enough spot. A pair of rats watched him as he crawled free of the brush, disappearing into the shadows once he was clear. He brushed himself off and strolled along the edge of the perimeter like nothing had happened.

      The first thing he noticed was that the groundskeeping staff were gone. The property was quieter than ever, but other than the man who culled the roses, there was nobody else around.

      “Did they abandon ship?” he wondered aloud while scratching his jaw in case anyone could see his mouth.

      “Went home. They’re cryptids but not the kind that can take a bullet, if you catch my drift. Your team is over by the gazebo.”

      “Thanks.” Instead of heading straight for the gazebo, he continued his walk along the wall. The shrubbery was tall enough in places that hiding from sight was easy. Over by the gazebo, the Order was clustered in a group, so he took the opportunity to move farther down the yard before emerging, hoping it looked like he had snuck in through the entrance. He was halfway across the yard before someone spotted him, and Laurel waved him over.

      “What’s going on? Where did everybody go?” When he got to the middle of the group, he spotted Bradford, white as a sheet, staring into the distance. “What happened to him?”

      “That fucking doll, that’s what.” Blake stood by, his features twisted up in anger. His hands were balled up, a wand clenched tightly in one of them. “The damned thing baited us.”

      “Baited who?” Cyrus took a moment to survey the situation. On the ground, a scorched spirit board lay smoldering in the grass. There was a chunk of metal and plastic nearby that he assumed were the remnants of the spirit box. He lifted his eyes to look at Laurel, who was immediately defensive.

      “Nothing should have happened,” she declared. “We took the appropriate precautions.”

      “I make no accusations,” he said with a soft voice, then gestured for her to continue. “Can anyone tell me what happened?”

      Laurel scowled, and looked at Mads, who stood nearby. Mads took this as a signal and stepped forward.

      “Contact was initiated by the front door,” he explained, pointing at the house. “We set up the spirit board on the porch, by the swinging chair. Sister Laurel had Bradford help her, since the spirit was most active around him.”

      “A reasonable approach,” Cyrus replied, doing his best to make friends. “I would have done the same.”

      “We did proper spirit board prep before beginning,” Laurel added. “Just so you all know.”

      Cyrus nodded, then looked back at Mads. “Continue.”

      “The conversation started innocently enough. The spirit told us her name was Jenny and that she was trapped in the body of a doll.” Mads screwed up his face. “We had trouble getting any solid answers from her past that, which is when we switched to the spirit box.”

      “That little bitch played us.” Laurel’s cheeks turned red. “There was a bunch of interference, and when she did speak, it was too quiet for us to hear. She kept saying Bradford’s name, so with some coaxing, I got him to hold the speaker to his ear and cast a spell to diminish external sound so he could hear better.”

      “And then what happened?” Cyrus looked down at Bradford.

      “The spirit board came to life and chased Laurel around like a bat. The planchette actually bit her, somehow.” Mads shook his head. “By the time we took it out, we noticed Bradford was screaming. We didn’t hear him because of the soundproofing spell. His eyes were all dark, and it took three of us to get that box away from him.”

      “She’s waiting for me in the dark,” Bradford muttered. “I don’t want her to take me apart anymore. It hurts.”

      Cyrus knelt and put a hand to the man’s head. “He’s burning with fever,” he said. “We need to get him out of here, have him properly checked out.”

      “A spirit shouldn’t be able to do this,” Laurel hissed, gesturing at the house. As if in response, the curtains on the second floor opened, but nobody was there. “It got into his head somehow, made him see things.”

      “You are correct, Sister Laurel.” Cyrus turned to scan the yard. “And what of the grounds crew?”

      “They all disappeared while we were dealing with this.” Laurel took a step toward the remains of the spirit box and kicked it, sending it tumbling across the grass.

      “Easy,” Cyrus cautioned, then gave a knowing look to the man closest to him. “Getting mad won’t help the situation.”

      “This was an attack!” Laurel shouted. “A clear breach of our agreement with Radley.”

      “And what would you suggest?” Cyrus cocked an eyebrow and crossed his arms. “Weren’t you the one who wanted to initiate contact? This is the equivalent of knocking on somebody’s door and being mad when they bother you.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” Mads replied, but Laurel pushed him out of the way.

      “This was an act of hostility. We were lured in, and I won’t stand for it. Nobody here will, in fact.” She gestured at the men and women clustered around her, but more than a few didn’t look so sure.

      “I have yet to hear a plan from you.” Cyrus shook his head. “Being mad and shouting doesn’t accomplish anything and certainly isn’t the hallmark of a good leader.”

      “I don’t need advice from someone who fucked a cheese grater with his damned face!” She was about to say something else, but Mads interceded, pushing his mage away from the group. The others looked uncomfortable now, but Cyrus focused on Bradford.

      “I’ll help you get him to the car,” he said, looking up at Blake. The mage’s eyes flicked back and forth between Laurel and Cyrus, then eventually settled on Cyrus. He put his wand away and helped Cyrus walk Bradford down to the entrance of the property. The whole time they walked, Bradford stared straight ahead and either mumbled or cried.

      “Are you sure she’s not still in his head?” Blake asked once they were down by the cars.

      “I don’t believe so,” Cyrus replied.

      “She isn’t,” Eulalie confirmed in his ear. “You all would know. All he needs is time and probably a career change. Jenny can be a bit much, but if she broke this man so easily, he wouldn’t have lasted in your job.”

      Cyrus digested this piece of news with a frown. After all, this was a fellow human in pain, a man whose mind was broken. He was conflicted at best, but he also saw wisdom in Eulalie’s words. As if his hand had a mind of its own, he touched the scars on his face and shivered. That particular moment in time would stick with him until the end of his days. If anything could have broken him, it would have been that.

      Down at the street, he helped load Bradford into the back of one of the Suburbans. The man curled up on his seat and cried quietly as Blake moved up to the driver’s door.

      “I’m gonna burn this fucking place to the ground,” declared the mage before he got in and drove off. Just as his vehicle turned onto a side road, a group of white vans appeared.

      “And here they are,” Eulalie muttered. “Punctual little fuckers.”

      Cyrus stood at the curb and waited to greet the unwelcome guests. Instead of stopping on the street, the white vans pulled into the main drive and headed for the apex of the loop. They drove up onto the lawn itself, clipping a few bushes in the process.

      “So much for meeting them first,” muttered Cyrus as he limped his way up the hill. His lower back was stiff, a likely result of his nap. Getting old had sounded way better back when he was young.

      By the time he made it back up the hill, the SoS had torn up a chunk of the yard getting the vans nearly to the gazebo. Men dressed in black athletic wear emerged from the vans, milling about as they threw open the rear doors and started pulling gear out. Cyrus frowned when he realized they were pulling out weapons as well as body armor.

      Their leader, a man with short white hair and black sunglasses, was chatting amicably with Laurel. By the time Cyrus arrived, he was more than a little out of breath.

      “What’s going on here?” he demanded, pretending to be shocked.

      The man with white hair regarded Cyrus coolly with one hand hovering over the grip of a gun in a thigh holster.

      “These are the other arrangements,” Laurel explained, gesturing to the man with white hair. “This is Dirk. He is the head of this unit. Have you heard of the Sons of Sin?”

      “I have,” Cyrus grumbled. “But that doesn’t tell me why they’re here.”

      “That’s on a need-to-know basis.” Dirk looked to Laurel, who nodded slightly. “We are planning to coordinate entry into the home and have been authorized to use lethal force if necessary.”

      “Excuse me?” Cyrus’s jaw hung open.

      “These guys are going to help us break in.” Laurel smirked.

      “But they…we can’t…” Cyrus gestured at the lions. “We were warned that any sort of hostile activity would be met with massive repercussions.”

      “Magic hostility.” Laurel pointed to the nearest van. A battering ram had been pulled out and set on the ground. “Physical violence won’t activate the home’s barrier.”

      “What of the residents?” Cyrus pointed at the door. “That place is swarming with powerful cryptids.”

      “We have countermeasures.” Dirk’s lips curled into a grin. “We are well equipped to deal with any sort of physical offensive.”

      “And defensive magic won’t trigger the home’s defenses. So if someone comes out throwing fireballs, we’ve got shields at the ready.” Laurel’s eyes were practically sparkling. “The plan is to break in, identify potential assets, then bring them back out.”

      “Idiots,” muttered Eulalie through the earpiece. “They’re going to get someone killed.”

      “But…would that really work?” Cyrus scratched at his jaw. The question was for Eulalie, but Laurel thought he was talking to her.

      “With a high degree of success. The director needs results within the next forty-eight hours. Otherwise, he’ll have to lock down the Caretaker on the island until he gives us what we want.”

      “And what do we want?” Cyrus asked. “A magical book that’s only rumored to be there?”

      “That’s on a need-to-know basis.” Laurel smirked. “And according to the director, you officially don’t need to know.”

      “Ouch,” Eulalie muttered. “Sounds like you’re officially on the outs.”

      Cyrus held up his hands in defeat. “I guess I just question the wisdom of this move, especially so soon after what happened to Bradford.”

      “What happened to Bradford?” asked Dirk.

      Laurel gave Cyrus a dirty look, but he ignored her. “Malevolent spirit got inside his head, messed him up.”

      “This true?” Dirk asked, addressing Laurel.

      “Yes,” she admitted. “About fifteen minutes ago.”

      “And I count, what, twelve of you?” Cyrus did another head count. “The SoS are good, but that number seems small.”

      “Oh, fuck me,” Eulalie muttered. “We have more incoming, I wasn’t paying attention.”

      A van honked at the end of the drive, and Cyrus turned to see six more vehicles pull in. These ones drove up onto the grass, followed by a truck pulling a trailer and a moving van. The trailer came to a halt at the apex of the drive with the moving van behind it.

      “Don’t worry about our numbers,” Dirk said. “Okay, people, I want a perimeter around the trailer, nothing outside our teams goes near it without my permission. Once we get the command center set up, we will get a debrief from Laurel here, who is our point of contact. Any paranormal contact is to be reported immediately, and I want eyes on the sky with those Barretts.”

      “Barretts?” Cyrus asked.

      “Sniper rifles. Will blow the wings off a gargoyle from a mile away.” Dirk waved his hand in a circular motion, and the men around him split into teams of three, forming a fractured semicircle between the Order and the house.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” Eulalie muttered, then her voice became distant. “Someone tell Abella to get off the roof, now!”

      Cyrus stayed back and watched as the Order fell back, allowing the SoS to take over. Laurel commanded mage/Knight teams to join up with the SoS teams, making groups of five that now kept watch on the house.

      Realizing he was being ignored, Cyrus wandered toward the trailer. He recognized it as the kind the Order used, meaning it would be magically warded. The moving van opened up to reveal racks of heavy weaponry, which someone with a clipboard began handing out.

      “This is really bad,” he muttered. “They’re going to come inside, you know.”

      “We’re not too worried,” Eulalie replied. “But we need to get everybody inside, first. Ah, shit sticks.”

      “What’s up?”

      “We just lost two drones, and…yep, there goes a third. Looks like they’re onto me. Dana is gonna be pissed. I gotta go, leave your earpiece in.” The call went silent, leaving Cyrus alone with the SoS. He didn’t know what they hoped to accomplish, but more than a few were giving him odd looks now that he was standing nearby.

      “Is there anything I can help with?” he asked, approaching the moving van. “I’m more of a consultant on this job, so they don’t need me up there.”

      The man with the clipboard stared down at Cyrus, then nodded. “We need somebody to do a double-check on the wards in the command center once the truck drops it off.”

      “I can do that.” Cyrus stepped back and watched as the trailer was leveled and then unhitched from the truck towing it. The truck was parked farther down the driveway as a small team started unfolding the trailer, its side walls folding up to become the roof as tent flaps were unfurled from within. Enchantments had been stitched into the fabric, making the command center impervious to psychic attacks and scrying. The last time he had been part of an operation that utilized a command center was almost a decade back against a nasty coven of witches who were sacrificing people for immortal life in Europe.

      A few mages joined him in his efforts, and the command center was up and running after nearly an hour. Dirk stopped to check on progress but spent the bulk of his time surveying the exterior of the house. When Cyrus finished his job, he sat down at one of the tables inside, citing old age. Nobody seemed to question it. Shortly after, he heard a pop of static, and Eulalie let him know she was back and listening.

      Laurel dropped in about fifteen minutes later and sat down across from him. She didn’t say anything at first but finally broke the silence by sliding a tablet across the table to him.

      “What’s this?” he asked.

      “A peace offering.” She sat back in her chair and waited while he read the tablet. It was an email from Laurel to the director, detailing that Cyrus had been instrumental in their early efforts at the house. Judging by the look on her face, it was clear she felt like this was a huge gift to him. “I shouldn’t have said what I did about your face.”

      He snorted. “People have said worse,” he replied, then slid the tablet back over. “So what’s the current rumor? About my scars, that is.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Cyrus chuckled. “I’ve heard at least a dozen different stories about how I got them. Some of them are pretty funny, actually. So I’m curious which one you’ve heard.”

      “Wendigo,” she replied. “Someone said it got hold of you and tried to chew your face off.”

      “I’ve heard that one. My personal favorite was a rumor about a horny chupacabra.” He sighed and stared at the ceiling. “I was still a young man when it happened. I was hunting a cryptid in the northwest. It was the last of its kind, an arachne.”

      “Wait, that was you?” Laurel leaned forward in her seat. “We’ve heard about that one in training.”

      Cyrus nodded. “Yes, it was. My partner and I tracked her down to a small town in the middle of nowhere. Was supposed to be an easy enough hunt, but she had seduced a soldier who helped her escape. Tracked her to the middle of the woods, and that’s when this happened.”

      “She attacked you?” Laurel’s eyes were practically sparkling.

      He shook his head. “She commanded all the spiders in the forest to protect her. Hundreds of them, biting and clinging to my face, all at once. I almost died from all the venom running through me, it was like everything was on fire.”

      “Fucking hell,” Laurel muttered.

      “Indeed.” Cyrus sat back and crossed his arms. “I guess maybe the point I’m making is that my feelings aren’t easily hurt. I was happy to help here but am looking forward to going back to retirement. I don’t care who is in charge as long as I get to go home in one piece, you understand?”

      Laurel contemplated him for a moment, then nodded. “I really have come across as a bitch, haven’t I?”

      Cyrus shrugged. “That’s up for you to decide. You’re the next generation, after all.”

      Laurel smiled and picked up her tablet. “Thank you, Master Cyrus.” She took a few steps away, then paused. “If I may ask about the arachne?”

      “Go ahead.”

      “What was it like? Taking down a monster like that?”

      Cyrus sighed. “Several years ago, I would have told you it felt good. A monster like that is a cancer, you cut it out immediately.”

      “But now?” Laurel looked at him with concern.

      “But now I’m getting soft.” Cyrus chuckled. “I’ve seen a lot of things die, have been responsible for many of them, and now it just makes me sad. It wears on you.”

      He didn’t know how to explain to Laurel that maybe there had been something that could have been learned from the arachne. That mission had been one of his greatest triumphs and now his largest regret. He and Jeffrey had been so focused on killing the arachne that they had never stopped to properly question the fact that she hadn’t left a trail of bodies behind. What if she had been different? The Radley house had taught him that the world was no longer black and white, but it was so hard seeing all the shades of gray without questioning the past.

      She snorted. “You’re not getting soft. You’re essentially a pillow now.”

      “And I won’t pretend to be otherwise.” He stared at his hands, then clenched his fists and pulled them off the table. “So what’s the next step? I don’t need details, just the things I need to know.”

      Laurel smiled. “Once the command center is up, the SoS will come in and get their orders. There’s a very real fear that someone in the house can scry or read minds, so only the director and the squad leader know what’s going to happen next.”

      “Squad leader? Dirk?”

      The mage shook her head. “He’s the second-in-command. The squad leader was supposed to be here a few minutes ago.” Through the flaps of the command center came the rumbling sounds of a motorcycle pulling up. “That should be him, actually.”

      Moments later, the flaps of the command center were pushed open, admitting a slender man in a leather jacket wearing a motorcycle helmet. Cyrus recognized the rune work as Order made, and the cyclist moved to the table and flipped open his visor to reveal blue eyes that were cruel and calculating.

      “Sister Laurel?” he asked.

      “That’s me. Are you Darius?”

      “I am. Is the room secure?”

      Laurel looked at Cyrus, who nodded. “Our wards are up.”

      “Good.” Darius removed his helmet. The man had dark skin without a single hair on his head. Even his eyebrows were gone. “We can begin as soon as we’re ready.”

      “I’ll get Dirk for you.” Laurel stood and left.

      Cyrus rose and offered his hand to Darius. “Master Cyrus,” he said. “Spatial anomaly consultant. Let me know if there’s anything I can do for you.”

      Darius ignored Cyrus’s hand. “I’ll keep you on comms, then. Don’t go anywhere, it’ll be all hands on deck in the next couple of hours.”

      “Don’t worry, I won’t.”

      “Good.” Darius set his helmet on the table and removed his jacket. A glittering, tear-shaped pendant hung around the squad leader’s neck, which he hastily tucked beneath his shirt. “Because early tomorrow morning, my team is going in.”

      ---

      It was almost two in the afternoon when the quads came to a halt for lunch. It had been a slow, steady climb up the slope of Haleakalā, and the teams had been forced to stop on numerous occasions to either slash back the undergrowth or find an alternative way up the path. Mike groaned as he slid out of the driver’s seat, his legs feeling like lead.

      Quetzalli had informed Mike early on that the trail absolutely looked to be dragon made. The trench they were following back to its lair was likely from its tail, which had flattened out the terrain. Based on her assumptions, this dragon was larger than she had been. The rain had already washed out large portions of the trail, and the quads had gotten stuck on two occasions due to mud.

      Wallace had pulled one of the bags from his quad and was handing out lunch to everyone while Ingrid refilled canteens. The shade of the forest kept them cool, but the humidity was a force to be reckoned with. None of the cryptids seemed to have any problem with either, but Mike’s shirt stuck to his skin.

      “One hour, people.” Ingrid looked in the direction of Haleakalā’s peak. “I don’t know how much farther we’re gonna get before we have to travel by foot, but we’re definitely camping on the mountain tonight.”

      Francois snorted as he took his meal. “Maybe we should just skip the break and keep going, then.”

      Ingrid shook her head. “We need to refuel the quads anyway. Also, my ass is asleep. Breaks are good for you.”

      Francois snorted again. “Come, Princess.” He picked up a spare meal and gestured for Leilani to follow. The princess seemed apprehensive at first but followed her guardian off into the brush.

      Ratu looked around the mock clearing for a moment, then crouched and dug her fingers into the soil. The ground trembled for a moment, and then stone columns rose from the ground to waist height and formed into small tables. When she saw the Order staring at her, she just shrugged.

      “I’ve been sitting all day,” she explained, setting down her food to unwrap it. Mike and Quetzalli joined her, forming a tight circle around their earthen table. Lunch was some kind of fish sandwich with a slightly spicy aioli sauce and chewy protein bars.

      “My back is so sore,” Quetzalli groaned, massaging her spine.

      “Do you want to switch seats with me?” asked Ratu. “My seat was pretty comfortable.”

      “It wasn’t the seat.” Quetzalli grabbed her own breasts and hefted them. “These things kept jiggling around. I should have worn a sports bra.”

      “I’m surprised your driver was able to concentrate.” Ratu grinned at Mike.

      “Hey, I’m a gentleman,” he replied. “Safety first.”

      “I caught him peeking a lot,” Quetzalli said.

      “All this natural beauty to look at and you’re still looking at breasts.” Ratu shook her head and laughed.

      “It’s a different kind of natural beauty,” Mike assured her.

      “Speaking of the terrain, how are you feeling?” Ratu took a bite of her sandwich and licked aioli off her fingers.

      “I’m doing better,” he admitted. “It sounds silly, but all the fumes from the quads helped quite a bit. The focus on the drive gave me a chance to acclimate.”

      “And now?”

      He closed his eyes and smiled. “I can feel it all around me,” he explained. “Almost like it’s an extension of my mind. There’s just so much life, it’s like the island is breathing underneath my feet. In fact…” He opened his eyes and pointed behind Ratu. “There’s a pool over that way if anyone wants to go check it out.”

      “I wouldn’t mind a swim.” Quetzalli grabbed the hem of her shirt, but Mike stopped her.

      “Let’s walk there first,” he said. “Ratu, are you coming?”

      “As lovely as that sounds, I’ve already spotted a lovely sunbeam I intend to take advantage of.” The naga was already unbuttoning her shirt. “And it will allow me to keep an eye on things up here, if you catch my drift.”

      He nodded, then ate his last bite of food. “When you’re ready, I’ll lead the way,” he said to Quetzalli.

      The dragon promptly stuffed the rest of her sandwich into her mouth. “Ahm reathy,” she mumbled around her food.

      He took Quetzalli by the hand and led the dragon away from the group and toward the pool. When he touched one of the trees, the branches shifted, allowing them passage. The forest bent away from him as they wandered into the woods, eventually standing ten feet above a deep pool of water. In the distance, a thin waterfall could be seen dumping water into a stream that fed the pool, which emptied over a cluster of rocks and dropped another twenty feet to vanish in the foliage below.

      “It’s so pretty,” Quetzalli declared, unbuttoning her shirt and throwing it on the ground before stepping out of her skirt to reveal she was wearing a bikini underneath. After pulling off her socks and shoes, she made as if to jump when Mike grabbed her arm to stop her.

      “Hold on,” he said, then studied the pool below. Tree roots rimmed the edge of the water, so he closed his eyes and reached out to them. Feeling his way through the trees, he finally opened his eyes. “It’s deep enough, go for it.”

      Quetzalli jumped, making herself into a cannonball before striking the surface of the water and sending a plume of water into the air. Mike picked his way down, carrying Quetzalli’s clothes with him, a process made easier by the abundance of tree roots that acted as a ladder. He would have jumped in with her but didn’t want to lose Opal’s bottle or accidentally squash Daisy. At the edge of the pool, he stripped down completely and folded his clothes into a bundle.

      “Watch those for me,” he whispered, and Daisy waved a hand from the folded bundle. Olivia squirmed free of Quetzalli’s clothes to join her sibling in hiding, then Mike jumped into the pool.

      The water was cold and energizing, seeping into his pores to chase away the heat. He sank down to the bottom, then kicked off the rocks to rocket upward like a cork and break the surface of the water. Quetzalli laughed as he treaded water while they splashed each other.

      “This feels so good,” Quetzalli said as she lay on her back and allowed her hips to float upward. Her bikini top had come undone during her cannonball, and both her breasts were awkwardly on display. “It reminds me of splashing around in cenotes down in middle America.”

      “Were those big enough for you?” he asked, referring to her original dragon form.

      “When I was a hatchling,” she replied. “There were a couple of bigger ones I could still fit in as an adult, but it wasn’t the same. Oh! There was a really deep one I used to relax in, warm water came up through the bottom, it was just like a hot tub for you humans. I could rub my scales on some large rocks along the inside, make myself nice and shiny. The locals would collect the smaller scales that fell off this way and use them as charms.”

      “Do you miss it?” Mike asked. “Being a full-size dragon.”

      Quetzalli made a face, then rotated her body to face him in the water. “I’m enjoying my time as a human,” she admitted. “And while nothing will ever replace the feeling of dancing among the rain clouds, there are certain perks I’ve really come to love.”

      She wrapped her legs around his waist and bobbed closer to him. Naturally, this caused him to immediately sink below the surface. Holding his breath, Mike sank down low and swam underneath Quetzalli, making sure to pinch her ample bottom on the way up. He could hear her shriek even beneath the waves.

      When he broke the surface, she spun around and splashed him.

      “I didn’t know you’d sink,” she explained. “I was trying to be…sensual.” Her cheeks turned bright pink, and she scowled at the water.

      “This is kind of a weird place to do it.” He looked around and realized how isolated they were. The birds were singing in the forest, and the wind caused the trees to dance, their branches sliding through one another and making a sound reminiscent of the shoreline. “Actually, I take that back. This is a pretty good place.”

      “It is. Besides, I was just following the rules of the road.”

      Mike frowned. “The what now?”

      “Lily explained it to me. If someone gives you a ride, it’s ass, cash, or grass. I don’t have any money, and I don’t think you’re interested in grass.” She was far gentler this time, moving close enough that her breasts pressed against him. Her hands slid down his stomach and grabbed the base of his semierect cock. “Oh, wow, I didn’t expect you to be so hard in water this cold.”

      “I have magic powers,” he whispered dramatically. “I once got a boner at the North Pole.”

      “Wish I could have seen it. Missed the whole thing in exchange for dinner with Dana’s parents.” She shook her head at the memory of that disastrous Christmas Eve meal. The dragon acted as a surrogate girlfriend for Dana most days and had traveled home with the zombie in order to help her pretend her life was normal. Instead, Dana’s parents had made assumptions about their age difference, and it had caused a fight.

      “Yeah, well, this adventure is pretty good, so far.” He treaded water, kicking lightly as he moved toward the edge of the pool. Quetzalli caught his hand in her own, and he towed her over to the edge where he found some smooth rocks to sit on, his waist just beneath the waves. “We’ve only got half an hour left, so we can’t linger too long.”

      “Oh, dear.” Quetzalli stroked his cock. “I’m really bad at telling time.”

      Her head disappeared under the surface of the water, and suddenly the cool water of the pond was replaced by the warmth of a human mouth. Mike groaned and leaned back against the shoreline, one hand caressing Quetzalli’s invisible horn. The enchanted napkin ring hid it from view, but it was still a physical presence.

      Quetzalli’s horn had healed up nicely in the last two years, but she still wore the protective silver sheath. Mike had discovered nearly a year back that her horn was a huge erogenous zone, and stroking it like he would his own cock would elicit some pretty exciting behavior from the dragon. Even now, he could feel his cock pressing against the back of her throat as she became aggressive.

      Still, she didn’t have the ability to breathe underwater, so she surfaced with a gasp, one hand on his shaft while the other played with his balls. Her bubble butt bobbed behind her, making a small, fleshy island. The head of his cock was just below the surface, and Quetzalli pulled herself forward, his cock sliding between her breasts.

      “You know, we have a pool like this in the greenhouse,” he said, playing with her hair.

      “Oh, I know.” Quetzalli grinned up at him, his thighs keeping her from sinking below the surface. “But that’s a special place for Zel, so we don’t take you there.”

      He smiled at the memory of more than a couple moments just like this with the centaur. Zel loved collecting “samples” from him and liked to stand in the deeper water while jacking him off or even blowing him from the edge. “That’s very kind of you all.”

      “We’re a sisterhood,” she explained, then sucked him into her mouth once more. He groaned, letting his magic stretch out inside him.

      “You’ve gotten…so good…at that,” he told her.

      “Thacks.” Quetzalli pulled her mouth free and licked the head of his cock. “Lily showed me how.”

      “Wish I could have seen that,” he muttered as Quetzalli went down on him again, her head bobbing up and down in the water. That familiar heat filled him from within, but he knew Quetzalli needed far more.

      “Come here,” he said, running his hands down her sides. She slid forward until she could get her legs on top of his, now sitting in his lap.

      “This is actually a bit difficult in water,” he told her, then scooted backward until the both of them were at least above the surface.

      “I’m not too worried,” she said as she yanked her bikini bottom to one side. “I’m a storm dragon. We’re always wet.”

      He groaned as she humped him, pressing her swollen labia against his erection. The heat coming from Quetzalli’s groin was exquisite, and she tilted her hips so just the tip of his cock threatened to enter her every time she moved.

      “Oh fuck, that’s good,” she muttered, then scrunched up her face. Clouds of vapor rolled off the water and spilled out into the forest, creating a thin fog. “Sometimes, when we do this, it feels like I’m in the sky again.”

      “Flying feels like sex?” he asked.

      “When you do it correctly.” She licked her lips and then kissed him, sending a good jolt of electricity through him. He casually guided it away, allowing it to disperse through his palm and into the earth. While he couldn’t summon up the sheer electrical power Quetzalli could, controlling it had become second nature for him. “I miss riding the wind, but I do get to ride you instead.”

      Quetzalli lifted herself up enough that he finally slid inside her, causing the dragon to sigh in relief. She held still and allowed herself to acclimate to Mike’s cock while he flexed his shaft. Little gasps came out of her with each flex. He pressed her breasts together and buried his face between them while doing tiny thrusts.

      It really was paradise on earth.

      Quetzalli clutched the back of his head, holding him in place as he nibbled and sucked on the tender flesh of her breasts. The cool mist swirled around them, forming a vortex he only caught out of the corner of his eye. They were creating their own little weather system around the pond.

      It wasn’t just about satisfying urges either. Mike’s magic slid into the dragon with ease, driving her to higher levels of ecstasy while also replenishing itself. He had learned long ago that sexual intimacy didn’t just allow his powers to grow and evolve, but it also strengthened him. Though the Maui property was still some distance away, it felt more clear and defined in his mind. The cacophony of the trees was easier to hold at bay, along with the chittering of its denizens. As his magic filled Quetzalli, he could feel her pleasure as if it was his own.

      Guided by magical instincts, he took the time to play with and suck on her nipples. The areolae were massive in size, and he loved circling the thick nub in the center of each one with his tongue, stopping occasionally to nibble them and elicit groans from the dragon. By now, Quetzalli had loosened up and was shifting her weight back and forth, causing his cock to slide up against her G-spot.

      “Gods, this feels so good. You feel so good.” She clutched him so tight that he tilted his head downward between her breasts to be able to breathe. “Sometimes I wish we could do this all day.”

      “You’d have competition,” he mumbled from within her breasts. Though the women of the house typically got along, there would absolutely be grumbling if one of them found a way to occupy him for an entire day. He had even taken to keeping a calendar with reminders to himself to avoid neglecting anyone for long amounts of time. His magic helped him too, cluing him in when someone was feeling lonely.

      He fucked her for another few minutes this way, then dropped his hands to her thighs and squeezed them. Leaning back, he allowed Quetzalli to ride him properly, her hands pressing into his hips and stomach as she created enough friction between the two of them to stimulate her clitoris.

      “Oh gods, oh gods, oh…wait! Wait, wait, wait, wait, wait!” Quetzalli was shivering now, her face flushed and nipples erect. “Olivia, I need you!”

      “What?” Mike lifted his head to see Olivia shoot toward him from where their clothes lay in a pile. Daisy followed too, a devilish grin on her face.

      “I want to try something,” Quetzalli declared, then raised herself off Mike’s cock, her long labia dripping with fluid. She grabbed Olivia and ran her fingers between the fairy’s legs, causing the tiny creature to shiver in delight. The personal lubricant of a fairy was borderline magical and easily the best sexual lube on the planet.

      “What did you have in mind?” asked Mike as Quetzalli knelt and started rubbing Olivia across the head of his cock. The green fairy was giggling now, the air shimmering with light and glitter as Quetzalli started the process of stretching the tiny being out, like a pocket pussy, across the head of his cock. Quetzalli used her free hand to masturbate, teasing and squeezing her clit as Daisy clung to her inner thigh for a closer look.

      “Lily told me ass, cash, or grass.” Satisfied that Mike was properly lubricated, she pulled Olivia off him with an audible pop and scooted forward far enough that his cock was no longer in line with her pussy. “And I intend to follow the rules of the road to the letter.”

      She squatted, holding her large ass cheeks wide as Mike’s cock pressed against her sphincter. The lube did its job, allowing him to penetrate her slowly without any issues. Quetzalli groaned, throwing her head back and staring up into the sky as she eased herself onto him an inch at a time. The process itself probably took a few minutes, but it felt like heaven the moment she finally came to rest in his lap, fully penetrated.

      “Oh gods, my head is buzzing,” she whispered, putting her hands on his shoulders and grinding against him. Though she was shorter than Mike, she weighed more, and the feeling of her thick body on top of him had waves of pleasure radiating through his core.

      “We’ve never really done this before,” he said, then gasped when she tilted her pelvis forward.

      “Yeah, I know.” She grinned and tilted her pelvis, putting pressure against the base of his cock that had his legs twitching in delight. “It’s called vacation sex, right? I wanted to have something special for you if we ever went on one.”

      “I need to talk to you later about your sources,” he muttered. “I’m not sure whether to thank them or punish them.”

      “Oh, you should absolutely punish Lily.” Quetzalli made direct eye contact with him now as she swiveled her hips in a circle, then lifted an inch or so before sinking onto him once more. “I’ve never felt this full before, it’s so…I love it.”

      She sat up straight and then curved her back, allowing Mike a wonderful view of her pussy. Quetzalli teased herself at first, then slid her fingers down the middle of her slit and spread her labia apart, revealing a glistening clitoris.

      “She also told me you’d enjoy the show.” She groaned as she fucked Mike with her ass, her hands alternating between her pussy and her breasts. Olivia and Daisy landed on Quetzalli’s thighs and clung to her skin as they climbed toward her crotch, their tongues eagerly lapping up any sexual fluids they encountered.

      Mike made a mental note to thank Lily later. He slid his hands behind Quetzalli’s hips and grabbed her ass, squeezing and pulling her forward to allow him a bit more control.

      The dragon let out a whimper, her eyes screwed up tightly as she frantically stroked her clit. Olivia and Daisy had scooted in far enough that they were hanging on to Quetzalli’s labia, both of them using their free arms to penetrate the dragon’s vagina and scoop out handfuls of her fluid for eating.

      Thunder rumbled overhead, and Mike heard someone shout in the distance. The others probably thought a storm was rolling in, unaware that Quetzalli had triggered it. For now, it was all he could do to hold back his own orgasm, doing his best to be a gentleman and let Quetzalli have one of her own. Olivia and Daisy were now actively crawling inside Quetzalli’s vagina, their tiny legs kicking as they fought to get closer to their food source.

      Quetzalli gasped, then let out a low growl that permeated the forest. She tilted her head forward, mouth hanging open with drool running down her chin. A blue aura formed around her invisible horn, created by the massive charge building up inside her body. Her unfocused eyes stared right through him as she cried out, tensing up her whole body and squeezing Mike’s cock with her ass.

      She lifted her body one more time, then sank down, gripping his cock with so much force that the dam finally burst. Her lower body shook as a powerful orgasm ripped through her, and thunder roared above in the sky. Quetzalli’s horn was making the air hiss with static. Mike grabbed the horn with one hand while laying his palm on a nearby rock. His magic curled around Quetzalli’s, forcing the charge to disperse harmlessly into the earth instead of turning her into a lightning rod. However, the motion itself had the secondary effect of forcing her to arch her back and shift her weight forward.

      That shift in mass was more than enough. Moaning, Mike held on to Quetzalli’s horn and thrust himself into her, his magic blossoming like a flower throughout her body as he filled her ass with magical semen. Motes of light danced along her skin and swirled down her breasts and stomach to collect around her clitoris. The dragon took a deep breath and growled through her teeth as the light sank into her body, causing her hips to buck once more. Mike started stroking her horn like it was his own cock, trying to tease another orgasm out of her.

      When Quetzalli came again, more thunder roared through the forest, causing distant cries of alarm from the Order. She clenched her muscles so tightly that both Olivia and Daisy were ejected from her pussy, the fairies sliding across Mike’s lower stomach before crumpling in a sticky heap with each other. When Quetzalli collapsed forward, Mike’s head was immediately buried between her massive mature breasts.

      “I’ve never come so hard before,” she whispered. A light rain fell, the drops so small they barely made ripples in the water. “It was so different, I…”

      Mike chuckled and gave her left breast a light kiss. “It’s not for everyone,” he said, then hugged her tight. “But if you enjoyed it, we can certainly do it again.”

      “Mmm, yes, please.” She lifted her hips away from him until he finally slid free. When his cock plopped down onto his stomach, he felt the fairies shift position as tiny hands and mouths worked to lick all the sexual fluids out of his pubes.

      There was a light splash, followed by the sound of an unexpected voice. “Holy shit,” Leilani declared from about six feet away, her hands covering her mouth.

      “P-Princess?” Mike pushed himself up, causing Quetzalli to sit as well. He tried to adjust the back of her bikini to cover her up a little but figured it was no use.

      “Your cock is absolutely huge!” The mermaid was staring at him in awe, her unnaturally wide eyes now like dark orbs. “And it looked so hard!”

      “Excuse me, what?” He shifted now but then became aware that moving too much may expose the fairies. Quetzalli seemed to sense this too. She adjusted her bikini bottom and then picked up both fairies to tuck them inside the band before getting off him.

      “I was watching you two fuck, and…by the tides, can I try it?” Leilani emerged from the water, revealing bare breasts with erect green nipples.

      “Can…you…I’m sorry, back up a second. How are you here? Where is your chaperone?” Mike scooted back into the water just deep enough to clean himself off.

      “Oh. Oh.” Leilani treaded water and shifted away from them. “I must apologize, I forget that humans don’t view sex as casually as merfolk do. I got caught up in watching you. That was really something! And you lasted so long too!”

      Mike shook his head in disbelief. “How are you here?” he asked, repeating himself.

      “There’s another pond downhill from here. There was an underground passage, probably an old lava tube, and when I checked it out, I ended up here.” She turned her attention to Quetzalli. “What did he feel like inside you? Could you feel it throbbing?”

      The dragon frowned and moved to put on her shirt. “You’re certainly chatty,” she noted with a dour look. “And it’s rude to kiss and tell.”

      Leilani’s enthusiasm dimmed. “Oh, right. Yeah, I’m usually talkative, but Francois is a creep, he reports directly to my mother using a magical shell that connects them like your phones. He’s probably freaking out right now, I should probably go back.”

      “Wait.” Mike stood, his semierect cock catching Leilani’s full attention. “I was under the impression you didn’t really like us that much.”

      “I’m not supposed to. The Captain, he’s been talking about you for decades now. Telling us about all the terrible things you’ve done.”

      “I’ve only been the Caretaker for the last few years,” Mike replied. “I didn’t even know Francois existed until yesterday.”

      Leilani screwed up her face. “Yeah, that isn’t the first hole I’ve discovered in his story,” she admitted. “To be honest, I don’t like him much myself, but my mother is absolutely wrapped around his finger. He certainly doesn’t like you at all. You’re supposed to be a witch who forces others to obey her using seductive powers. Similar to a siren, really.”

      “And now you know I’m not?”

      She smirked, revealing those scary teeth of hers. “Well, you certainly aren’t a woman, that’s for sure. And while I don’t buy the incompetent act you’re putting on for the others, I can tell the people in your care have genuine feelings for you. That’s not something you can fake.”

      “My eyes are up here, by the way.” He fought back a laugh when Leilani jerked her gaze away from his cock.

      “Right, sorry.” Her cheeks darkened a shade of blue. “I’m acting like such a goldfish, it’s dumb.”

      “What’s dumb?” he asked.

      She lay on her back, exposing her breasts to the sun. “We merfolk don’t have hang-ups about nudity. We certainly don’t when it comes to sex. For some of us, it’s like the way you humans shake hands. ‘Nice to meet you, now stick your cock inside me.’”

      Mike felt a rush of blood go to his groin.

      “But there’s a bit of a caveat. I’m sure you noticed the men of my species are very…wiggly.” She curled her fingers at him in a come-hither motion. “It can be quite stimulating, having a man caress you from the inside. But there’s a trade-off.”

      “Size?” Mike asked, genuinely curious.

      “That’s part of it, yes. I’m mostly referring to rigidity. Oh, and duration. How long do people shake hands in your society? Unless I’m with another woman, sex is usually over in a few minutes.” She sighed and languished on her back, gazing into the canopy above. “And that’s if we take our time.”

      “You’re being surprisingly honest with me.” Mike moved to where Quetzalli was getting dressed.

      “Something killed a lot of my people,” she explained while sinking back into the water, her voice now serious. “And I’ve quickly learned that everybody here seems to have an agenda beyond stopping it from happening again. The Captain demanded to be here when he heard you were coming. And the Order? They’ve been acting weird for months now, making moves that don’t make sense. I find myself in the middle of a mystery and genuinely don’t know who I can trust.”

      “And you think that person is me?” Mike asked. “You probably shouldn’t. I have my own agenda as well.”

      “Does your agenda include helping my people?” she asked.

      He nodded. “Helping your people so this never happens again is a priority for me. But I’ll admit it’s secondary to what I’m actually planning here. If all goes well, we’ll both walk away from this happier.”

      Leilani shrugged, her body sinking into the water. “Well, that’s just it. In a place where everybody says I should trust them, you’re the only one who hasn’t told me I need to. So maybe that’s why I’m being so honest with you. So far, you have yet to be dishonest with me.” The mermaid sighed. “I need to go back before Francois has a fit. I hope we can discuss this privately later.” With those words, she vanished beneath the water, her tail momentarily breaking the surface.

      “Huh. That was kind of weird.” Mike waited to make sure Leilani was actually gone, then finished getting dressed and double-checked on Opal before tucking her away. Daisy crawled back inside his shirt as Olivia vanished in Quetzalli’s cleavage. The fog was burning off already now that the dragon wasn’t affecting the weather. It took almost ten minutes to get back to the quads, which had been moved off the main trail out of a few muddy puddles that had formed.

      “There you are.” Ingrid shook her head with concern. “The way that storm hit, we were worried you got lost.”

      Mike shook his head, one arm wrapped tightly around Quetzalli’s waist. “We were just sightseeing,” he said. “If there had been trouble, we would have come back right away.”

      “Did you see anything good?” asked Ratu with a sly grin. She was busy guiding the table stones back into the now muddy ground, causing water to squirt and bubble up as they descended.

      “It’s so beautiful out here,” Quetzalli replied. “Just had to find somewhere nice to sit and take it all in.”

      “Well, while you were busy sitting and taking it all in, we were up here busting our asses to…” Ingrid’s voice trailed off when she saw the look on Mike’s face. “Is something funny to you?”

      “No,” he squeaked, wiping a tear from his eyes. “Not in the slightest.”

      “Asshole,” Ingrid muttered. There was a commotion on the other side of the clearing, and Francois emerged from the brush, followed by Leilani. Gone was the chatty mermaid from before, her mask of distrust firmly back in place. “Oh, good. Were you sightseeing as well?”

      Francois ignored Ingrid and moved over to his quad. He pulled a pocket watch out from his belt and examined it. “I do believe we are back in time,” he declared.

      The Order team had cleaned up the clearing with an attention to detail that astonished even Mike. Quetzalli snuck off to exchange her bikini top for the sports bra Beth had packed for her. When it came time to go, Ratu politely kicked Quetzalli out of the passenger seat of Mike’s quad, forcing the dragon to ride with Ingrid instead. They resumed their muddy trek up the mountainside as the sun emerged from behind the rain clouds. Once the quads had spread out a bit, Ratu leaned against Mike and playfully jostled him with her shoulder.

      “I take it your excursion was pleasant?” She chuckled and ran a hand up his thigh. “You had the Order concerned that a monsoon was coming.”

      “It was kind of like a monsoon,” Mike replied. “One thing led to another and…” He looked back to make sure nobody else was close by. The quads made enough noise that his words would be garbled even if they did carry. “Had a chance encounter with a certain member of the nobility.”

      “And?” Ratu leaned her head on his shoulder, then took it away when he hit a bump and she got jostled.

      “Not what I expected, but in a good way. Sounds like Captain Crunch back there is officially planning to piss in my cereal.”

      Ratu winced. “Your modern references are so crude.”

      “What about you? Did you get anything out of the queen bee herself?”

      The naga shook her head. “She was deliberately evasive. Unless it was related to this mission, she kept everything to herself. Though if we ever come back, it sounds like the highway that loops around the northern part of the island is really pretty.”

      “So you want me to show you the sights like I did with Quetzalli?” He winked and stuck out his tongue at her.

      Ratu smiled. “Perhaps. Though, I should warn you that I plan on following a certain set of rules regarding road travel. Lily told me about them earlier, and I admit I’m intrigued.” She slid her hand onto his cock and squeezed it. “That is, if the dragon didn’t drain you dry.”

      Mike laughed. Hawaii was awesome.

      The next couple of hours passed with little incident, but they eventually reached some rocky slopes surrounded by dense foliage. The quads could go no farther and were left behind as the Order scaled the rocks and did a brief survey of the area above. Once a route was chosen, everybody strapped on their backpacks and started the long hike into the jungle.

      Progress was slow at first but quickened once a rhythm was established. Wallace and three other members of the Order walked ahead of the group to blaze a trail with machetes. Mike honestly thought he would feel the woods cry out in pain or rage, but it never happened. He suspected it had to do with the density of the flora, and made a note to ask Amymone about it once he was home.

      At one particularly steep slope, Ratu summoned a stone staircase to assist the group in their climb. As the shadows fell, travel slowed dramatically. Leilani stayed toward the back with Francois, casting nervous looks into the woods. The sun was low in the horizon, but there were at least two hours until sunset.

      They were navigating a particularly treacherous slope when Ingrid caught her foot in a root and took a nasty fall that sent her tumbling down the hill. Wallace was by her side almost immediately, but the damage was done. Her ankle had swollen to the size of a baseball.

      “Fuck,” she muttered, trying to stand unsuccessfully. “That really hurts.”

      “Is it broken?” asked Mike.

      “No, but it’s not good.” Wallace knelt to examine Ingrid’s ankle. “We’ve got a healing poultice, but it’ll take several hours. Might not be a bad idea to find somewhere flat and set up tents.”

      “How much farther?” asked Leilani, her eyes on Mike. “To your property?”

      “Still several miles out,” Mike replied. “Easy on flat land, but this?” He gestured at the mountain. “Not good.”

      “This isn’t a great place to stop either.” Wallace stood and looked at the other members of the Order. “We can make a stretcher, but that’ll take some time. It will require at least an hour to properly set camp.”

      “That sounds excessive.” Ratu frowned. “An hour to set tents?”

      “And wards,” Ingrid hissed, her eyes closed. “The insects are bad, but the feral pigs will tear you apart.”

      “Pigs, huh?” Ratu had a hungry gleam in her eyes. “Now there’s a thought.”

      “You gonna hold a luau up here?” asked Wallace. “Regardless, we’re crunched for time, so maybe we should—” He stopped talking when Mike shrugged off his bag and crouched next to Ingrid.

      “It’s just your ankle, right? Not your leg or anything else?” Mike set his bag down next to the mage.

      Ingrid nodded, then wiped some dirt off her face. “Just bumps and scratches,” she said.

      “Okay, then. I’ve got an idea. Let’s get your bag off so somebody can carry it.”

      Ingrid shrugged out of her straps and winced when her leg shifted. Mike looked up at Wallace, who was watching him with curiosity.

      “You gonna levitate her out?” asked Wallace.

      “Nothing quite that dramatic.” Mike helped Ingrid stand on her good leg. “But I might need your help getting her up onto my back.”

      “Absolutely not.” Ingrid tried to push Mike away but ended up hopping awkwardly. “There’s no way you can carry me up that hill.”

      “He absolutely can.” Ratu looked at the men and women of the Order. “I can personally attest to his stamina.”

      “You all are sick,” muttered Ingrid.

      “Hardly.” Mike took Ingrid by the hand and stared deep into her eyes. “I can absolutely carry you for a bit. Someone will need to carry my bag⁠—”

      “Got it.” Quetzalli had already picked it up.

      “And yours.” Mike looked at Wallace first, then the other members of the Order. When nobody offered, he rolled his eyes. “For fuck’s sake, somebody carry the lady’s bag.”

      “I would, but I’m already off-balance with my own.” Wallace scowled at the others. “I don’t have a way to carry it and cut us a path forward.”

      “It’s fine.” Ratu grabbed the hiking bag and hugged it against her chest. Mike could feel magic circulating through the air and noticed her arms were now covered in far more scales than usual. “I can carry it.”

      “Then that’s settled. C’mon, I don’t bite.” He knelt in front of Ingrid with his arms wide.

      “That’s a filthy fucking lie,” muttered the mage as she pressed herself against his back and scooted forward. Mike slung his arms beneath her legs and rose casually. Sure, Ingrid was heavy enough that his muscles briefly complained, but if he could run for miles without getting winded, this wouldn’t be too hard.

      “How do I know you won’t trip?” she asked as the group proceeded up the hill.

      “I won’t.” Mike sent his will into the forest. Roots quietly buried themselves farther down, or folded up and out of their way.

      “You sure are confident,” she replied.

      Wallace and two Knights moved ahead of the group to find an area for them to set up camp. A Knight and a mage blazed a winding trail that everybody else followed. As they continued up, Quetzalli moved to Mike’s side with a smirk on her face.

      “I don’t suppose you’re familiar with the rules of the road?” Quetzalli wiggled her eyebrows suggestively at Ingrid.

      “Don’t.” Mike swatted at Quetzalli, and she backed down, giggling to herself.

      “What are the rules?” Ingrid asked.

      “Don’t worry about it,” he replied. “She’s just fucking with you.”

      “Fine.” Ingrid let out a sigh of disgust. “I can’t believe I’m letting you carry me up a hill. This feels so ridiculous.”

      “Shit happens to everyone. People were there for me when I fell, more than once.” He paused to readjust her weight and then continued. “Does that feel better?”

      “Yeah,” she admitted. A few more minutes passed, and she cleared her throat. “And thank you. I didn’t think you’d be up to hiking, much less carrying someone. You’ve really surprised me, and I’m not the kind of person who likes surprises.”

      “That’s a bit of a shame. Who doesn’t like surprises?”

      “People who’ve only gotten shitty ones.”

      “He’s had his fair share of both.” Ratu spoke from a few paces back. “He’s kind of a magnet for surprises. Maybe you’ll see some good ones during our time together.”

      Ingrid scoffed. “I doubt it.”

      “Why, are you some kind of bad luck charm?” Mike asked. He stopped moving when he felt Ingrid tense up in his arms. “Did I hurt your ankle again?”

      “No. I just…drop it.”

      He shrugged. “Yeah, no problem.”

      They continued onward in silence for nearly thirty minutes when Ratu stopped and tilted her head down the direction they had just come. “Does anybody else hear that?”

      “Hear what?” Quetzalli, who had wandered ahead, turned around. The other members of the Order stopped as well.

      “I don’t hear anything,” said Francois. “It is likely just your⁠—”

      “Shut the fuck up or I’ll set you on fire.” Ratu dropped the bag and raised her hand to summon a ball of flames.

      “This is outrageous.” Francois reached for his sword, but Leilani grabbed his arm.

      “Listen!” Her eyes were wide as she looked down the trail in the same direction Ratu was. Mike didn’t hear anything other than the breeze for several seconds before it finally reached him. It was the steady beating of drums, carried to them by the wind.

      “What the heck is that?” he asked.

      “A surprise,” whispered Ingrid. “Someone run ahead and find Wallace! We need to set camp right fucking now!”

      Two members of the Order sprinted off as everyone else broke into a jog. They were nearly at the top of the rise now, but the final climb was steep.

      “I don’t understand. What are we running from?” asked Mike.

      It was Leilani who spoke, her voice filled with terror. “Nightmarchers!”
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      Beth stood on the dock, watching as the boats carrying Mike and the others vanished around the edge of the island. She held a mimosa in one hand and clutched her hat against her head with the other to keep the wind from carrying it away. She was a little frustrated that she couldn’t go with them, but it did come with certain perks.

      Nearby, a figure surfaced from the water. It was a merman with a smooth, glistening torso and well-defined pecs. He had dark skin and raven-colored hair that had been decorated with glass beads. Thick tribal bands had been tattooed along his chest and shoulders, creating shadows that somehow gave him more definition.

      “Will you be joining us today, Lady Radley?” His smile was genuine, and he extended a hand toward her. “I was informed you may enjoy a tour of one of our local reefs. It’s off-limits to all but our most distinguished guests.”

      Beth grinned and drank the rest of her mimosa in one go. “I would be happy to join you,” she said. “What is your name?”

      “I am Ano.” The merman used his tail to propel himself out of the water enough that he performed a bow. “You will be in my care today.”

      “Lovely.” Beth took off her hat and pulled her sundress over her head. She was wearing a purple one-piece swimsuit with white stripes along the edges. “I’ll be with you in just a moment.”

      She walked toward the beach where a young woman, an Order attendant, was waiting. Beth handed over the hat, empty glass, and sundress.

      “Can you make sure those don’t blow away?” she asked. “Looks like I’m going swimming.”

      The woman nodded, then took the bundle up to where breakfast had been served. Aurora stood there, her eyes on the horizon as if she was deep in thought. Beth wasn’t certain what the woman might be distracted by, but figured it probably had to do with Lily refusing to leave her room again.

      Thinking of the succubus, Beth turned her gaze upward. Lily was watching from above and took a moment to give Beth the finger.

      “Never change, Lily.” Beth smirked and turned her attention back toward the dock. Ano was bobbing up and down with the waves, patiently watching her. She tried to act casual, her hips swaying as she walked to the end of the dock.

      “Are you ready?” asked Ano with a mischievous gleam in his eyes. “Did you want to bring your snorkel gear?”

      “I don’t need it.” Beth leaped from the dock, summoning her magic. The water embraced her when she broke the surface, helping her sink to the sand fifteen feet below. Her magic helped her to maintain a thin bubble of air around her eyes, allowing her to see as if she was using goggles. Ano was ten feet back, hovering above the sand as he watched her.

      Pinching her nose, Beth blew outward in an attempt to equalize the pressure in her ears. This was something she hadn’t quite figured out how to do using her magic, but she would get there eventually. She swam toward the merman, who held out his hand.

      “Let me know when you need air,” he said, his voice soft against her ears. His lips hadn’t moved, which meant there was likely magic involved. Beth vowed to pay close attention and see if it was something she could learn. She took Ano’s hand and allowed him to pull her as they headed away from the shoreline.

      They swam for several minutes before she tapped Ano’s arm and he took her to the surface. While she could hold her breath for a really long time, she couldn’t do it consecutively, so they swam along the top of the waves for a while, with Ano’s tail propelling them forward at high speed. The occasional merperson was sometimes spotted below, interacting with animals or collecting trash.

      “Picking up after humans is a full-time job,” Ano noted when Beth stopped for a minute to watch some merchildren gather up plastic bags into a ball that they tucked into woven seaweed tote bags. She nodded sadly at him, and then they continued outward. Almost half an hour after they’d left the shore, the azure depths around them vanished as a small hill made of sand and coral emerged from the darkness.

      The tapestry of life painted across the raised ocean floor was far more elaborate than anything Beth had ever seen before. Vibrant colors and an abundance of wildlife held her attention for so long that the burning in her lungs was the only indication she was out of breath. Ano assisted her to the surface, where she bobbed up and down in the waves, gasping for air.

      “There’s no need to rush,” he reassured her. “We’ve got plenty of time.”

      Beth smiled at the merman, then allowed her body to float along the surface. He was right; there would be ample time for exploration. She was all nerves and excitement right now, and her magic wasn’t helping. It was forming new connections in the sea, acting like sonar as it swept across the coral below and explored the depths of every nook and cranny. If she closed her eyes, she could see everything in her mind’s eye. The ocean was a place of power, and she was officially plugged into it.

      “I’m ready,” she said, then took a few deep breaths before commanding the water to pull her beneath. Ano followed, diving upside down and hovering nearby as Beth descended nearly thirty feet to the aquatic world below. She pinched her nose and blew the air out of her ears.

      The marine life swirled around her, inquisitive about this new interloper. Local fish formed a circle, eyeing her curiously as her feet reached the bottom. She closed her eyes for a moment to take in the distant song of some whales off the coast, the meaning of their words almost intelligible to her. Kneeling in the sand, she sank her fingers deep into the grains. Tiny creatures emerged from nearby holes to come visit, and a thin stream of bubbles squeezed between Beth’s lips as she giggled with joy.

      Ano watched her in awe, still hovering inverted nearby. Beth could see that his nostrils had actually folded shut on their own, and a thin line of gills had opened along his neck and jawline. Holding out her hands, she stifled a laugh when a brave parrotfish swam close and attempted to nibble at her fingernails. Though she had been born above the waves, this place truly felt like home.

      She lost track of time as she navigated the reef, greeting creatures who came out to meet her every time she descended back into their world. Some of the smaller fish swam in her shadow, as if she had become their guardian from predators. A sea turtle came in from the depths of the ocean and swam around her, breaking away only to chase down some delicious seagrass.

      As the early hours passed, she couldn’t help but cast her gaze in Ano’s direction. The merman had remained largely silent, his own eyes eager on her. On a couple of occasions, his semierect cock emerged from a sheath underneath his scales, dancing around like a fishing lure before going back into hiding.

      Years of sexual fantasies about the merfolk were now culminating into a single moment, and Beth was absolutely determined to explore this whole new world to its fullest. During a particularly deep dive, she made long eye contact with Ano and pulled the top of her swimsuit down to reveal her breasts. She squeezed them a few times, then made a come-hither gesture in his direction.

      Ano sank into the depths with her, his cock sliding free of its sheath and twitching in anticipation. Unable to speak to the merman, Beth communicated with her body, pressing herself tight against him. She ran her hands across his powerful chest and shoulders before placing her lips against his. As their tongues intertwined, Ano’s hands found her hips, and he pressed himself against her as their bodies spiraled beneath the waves. His fins were soft to the touch, and Beth squeezed his ass, or whatever it actually was. Now wasn’t the time to ask.

      The merman was kissing his way down her neck when she grabbed his cock and was more than a little surprised when it grabbed back. Excited to explore Ano’s body, Beth teased the head of his shaft with her thumb and started jerking him off. The merman tensed up, then let out a groan of pleasure as he blew his load in the water.

      Frowning, Beth watched as the prismatic spray of mer cum drifted away from them to be eagerly gobbled up by the fish. The cock in her hand was already softening, and Ano had started to drift away.

      Wait, what? Stunned, she swam to the surface, pulling the straps of her suit back up and over her shoulders. When she broke through the waves, she waited for Ano to appear. The merman was all smiles when he did.

      “Sorry about that,” he said with a grin. “I find the idea of you very exciting is all.”

      “That’s okay,” she replied. “Do you think you could get it up again?”

      “Oh, certainly,” he said. “Though if you want a proper floundering, you’ll want to get the bottom of your suit off so I can get all the way in before I come.”

      She chewed on those words for a moment, a frown forming on her face. “You don’t think you can get it in before you come?”

      Ano’s delight faded from his face, and he shrugged his shoulders. “I may get in a few thrusts if I try really hard. Actually, that lotion you’re wearing will probably help. I might even last a whole minute!”

      “My lotion? Do you mean my sunscreen?” She was puzzled now. “How would that help you last longer?”

      “It smells pretty bad,” he admitted. “But that can be a good thing!”

      Horrified, Beth held up her arm and took a sniff. All she got was the scent of salt and water.

      “I stink?”

      Ano nodded. “It’s why nobody else is around,” he said. “They can all smell you from a mile away. It’s pretty bad.”

      “But…you’re still here.”

      The merman nodded. “Of course I am. It’s my job to escort you, after all.”

      Mortified that she had essentially given a hand job to her security detail, Beth scrunched up her face and turned her back on Ano. “I need to go back to my room for a bit,” she said, trying to keep the misery out of her voice. Her enchanted morning had just turned into a miserable afternoon.

      “Of course.” He started swimming toward the shore, and Beth used her magic to follow, no longer bothering to hold Ano’s hand. Cursing inwardly at herself, she made the return trip in silence. Once the dock was in sight, she bid Ano a proper farewell and swam the remaining twenty feet to the structure.

      Beth dangled her body in the water for a moment, then sighed and pulled herself up and onto the dock, sliding forward on her belly. She rolled over and contemplated the cotton-candy clouds above for a few minutes, her hair drying in the sun.

      What a fucking waste. Not only had Zel’s sunblock made her a pariah among the merfolk, but her attempted hookup with Ano had ended prematurely.

      “Never fuck your heroes, I guess,” she muttered, then flopped onto her stomach and got to her feet. Tomorrow she would forgo Zel’s sunscreen in favor of something better that wouldn’t drive the other merfolk away; maybe Aurora could recommend something. She definitely wouldn’t bother with merman dick. Her lovers at home had spoiled her, and she wasn’t about to settle just to check another monster off her list.

      After a quick rinse in a shower by the dock, Beth used her magic to dispel the water and then retrieved her dress and hat from where they had been stowed away. She noticed the Order’s personnel lingered along the periphery of the property, clearly monitoring her but not engaging. She took the stairs up to the Radley suite, then used her bracelet to buzz in and found Lily sprawled on the couch with Tink. On a nearby table, used plates had been stacked high enough that some had started to topple.

      “I thought you were going swimming all day.” Lily picked up the remote to pause their show, but Tink slapped it out of her hand before she could press anything.

      “Tink not finished,” the goblin declared, then made a show of turning up the volume. Curious, Beth moved to see what they were watching and laughed when she realized it was a cheesy rom-com.

      “That’s absolutely not what I pictured you two watching,” Beth said on her way to the bedroom to get changed.

      “Yeah, well…it’s very different from the lives we live.” Lily strolled into Beth’s room and tossed herself onto the bed. “So, girl talk! You fucked a merman, didn’t you?”

      Beth sighed and shook her head, hooking her fingers through the straps of her swimsuit and pulling it down. “It was pretty much over as soon as it began.”

      Lily laughed, grabbing Beth’s pillow and clutching it to her chest. “I’ve heard rumors that they can’t handle pussy, but didn’t imagine it could be so bad! Did you at least⁠—”

      “Nope!” Beth was naked now, hopping on one foot to slide into a pair of white panties. “Not even close. Got my engine revved but didn’t go anywhere. I’m the physical manifestation of hot and bothered.” Once her underwear was on, she put on the matching bra. Maybe she’d wear something nice to dinner and have an extra glass of wine to take her mind off things.

      “You don’t say?” Lily’s eyebrows lifted, and a grin crossed her face. She sauntered over to the bed and sat down on the edge, her clothes briefly blurring until she was in a black-and-red bra. “How hot and bothered exactly?”

      “Uh…” Beth stared into Lily’s eager eyes. “If I’m being honest, I’m pretty horny, but it’s a fairly specific itch.”

      “Oh? What do you have in mind?” The succubus licked her lips, then held up her fingers to reveal long fingernails. “Keep in mind I’m very good at scratching things.”

      “It’s not important.” Beth knelt to pick up her suit and then took it to the bathroom to hang over the shower door. When she returned, Lily was sitting up in bed, her back to the headboard and stroking a blue cock between her legs.

      “I’ve been thinking,” Lily said. “We don’t spend enough time together.”

      Beth paused, lost in contemplation. Lily slid toward the edge of the bed and stood, her cock bobbing up and down to an unheard beat. It had thick ridges all down the side and looked vaguely familiar.

      “Is that my Delightful Dragon?” Beth asked, realization dawning on her.

      “Nope!” Lily knelt and pulled a box out from under the bed. “This is your Delightful Dragon!”

      She opened the box to reveal the familiar purple dildo. Lily held it next to her own cock to show they were identical in shape and size.

      “Why do you have one of my sex toys?” Beth asked.

      “Your Delightful Dragon is essentially a collectible now,” Lily declared. “It also happens to be among the items I claimed the Order lost in my luggage. Eulalie sold it to them using one of her dark web accounts, which allowed her to see what crypto accounts they were using. Beautiful little act of duplicity, they paid almost three hundred bucks to get it here by this morning.”

      “I don’t appreciate anybody going through my stuff,” Beth said, snatching the dildo away.

      “Then consider this a peace offering.” Lily pouted and stroked her cock. “I borrowed your dildo for nefarious purposes, so now I’ll fuck you with a proper copy. It’ll be like hooking up with an old fling, only he’s much better in bed now.”

      “And has fantastic tits.”

      “I can become more manly for you if you’d like.” Lily’s body started shifting, but Beth held out a hand to stop her.

      “No, not necessary.” She stared at Lily’s cock, then allowed her eyes to wander up the rest of her body until she was staring into the succubus’s eyes. “The dichotomy is kind of hot.”

      “Oh?” Lily squished her breasts together with her hands, then blew a kiss. “I take requests, in case you want something special.”

      “No, I’m…” Beth’s eyes traveled down Lily’s body to her massive cock. The Delightful Dragon had been good to her over the years, but in the end, it was still just a dildo. Sure, some creative placement had heightened the experience, such as mounting it to the side of her bed, or even just sticking it on the floor. But never had the opportunity arisen to actually be fucked by it. She vaguely remembered asking a former boyfriend if he’d consider wearing a massive cock sleeve to bed, but he hadn’t taken the request very well.

      “What do you think?” Lily stroked her dragon dick, causing a large bead of precum to form on the head. “Wanna be a bad dragon with me?”

      “You make a compelling case.” Beth licked her lips in anticipation. “Out of curiosity, how…organic is it?”

      Lily pondered the question for a moment, then grinned. “Why don’t you come taste it and find out?”

      Beth pulled her hair back as she knelt on the bed and took it in her hands. Lily’s cock was warm, almost hot. “Is this technically your tail?” she asked.

      “Yep. Fun little trick of mine.” Lily gasped when Beth licked the head of her cock. “Oh, you don’t waste any time.”

      “When it comes to massive monster dicks, I try not to.” Beth licked the head of Lily’s cock again, then tried to take it in her mouth. It was wide enough that she couldn’t get the first ridge past her lips, so she focused on using her tongue. Lily groaned and ran her fingers through Beth’s hair.

      “You’re pretty good at that,” Lily said. “But rumor has it you’ve had a lot of practice.”

      Beth ran a hand up between Lily’s legs and was surprised to feel the thick folds of the succubus’s labia. She created a powerful vacuum with her mouth on the cock and then slid a finger into Lily’s pussy. The succubus groaned and threw her head back as her hips bucked forward. Beth pulled her mouth off Lily’s dick and then slid onto the bed properly until the two of them were face-to-face.

      “I’ve had a lot of practice with men. Women though? Not so much.” She pushed a strand of hair away from Lily’s eyes. “But I’m a fast learner.”

      “Consider class in session, then.” Lily’s eyes sparkled, and then their lips met.

      Beth had been with Asterion and Sulyvahn almost exclusively in the last couple of years, with the occasional dalliance with Mike. None of these men kissed her quite like Lily. There was a softness to her touch that pulled Beth in and made her feel light-headed. Firm fingers traced lines along the sides of her breasts, taking a break only to pull off Beth’s bra.

      Now fully topless, the two of them continued to make out. Beth stroked Lily’s dragon cock, taking time to fully explore the ridges with her fingertips. Even though it was identical in shape and texture, there was a pliability to it that the dildo simply couldn’t match. She was wet with desire, eager to feel the differences inside her.

      Lily rolled them over, putting Beth on the bottom. As they continued kissing, Lily slid her hand between Beth’s legs, teasing the slick labia that eagerly parted in advance.

      Without any other communication, the succubus pushed Beth’s legs apart, placing her hips between Beth’s thighs. Lily’s cock was so massive that it rested above Beth’s belly button.

      “N’gah!” Lily broke the kiss, causing a single strand of saliva to briefly connect them. “Sorry to break the flow, but I need a better angle.”

      Beth nodded with a whimper, then raised her hips in the air as Lily scooted down, using the head of her cock to tease Beth’s clitoris. Grinning from ear to ear, the succubus pushed the head of her dragon dick down until it was at the correct angle for penetration.

      “I don’t know,” Lily muttered, scratching at her chin. “It’s gonna spread you pretty wide.”

      “Don’t toy with me,” Beth muttered, then attempted to scoot her body down. “It’ll fit just fine.”

      “Will it though?” Lily wiggled her eyebrows. “’Cause it looks like you’re already spread pretty⁠—”

      Beth wrapped her legs around Lily’s waist and squeezed, forcing the succubus to slide inside her. The cock was massive, and while Beth was absolutely capable of stretching to accommodate, the process still took several seconds.

      She screwed up her eyes, the intense feeling of being stretched by the dragon simply too much. Beth let out a groan that turned into a scream, her hands sliding off Lily’s torso and slapping uselessly at her legs.

      “Oh, wow, you’re tight like a virgin,” Lily said as she pulled herself partway out. “Can you take all of it?”

      Beth gasped, then sank her nails into Lily’s thighs and tried to pull her back inside. “Don’t you fucking dare pull out,” she whimpered.

      “Oh, I wouldn’t dream of it.” On the word dream, Lily rammed her hips forward. The sudden internal pressure caused Beth’s stomach muscles to spasm, and a miniature orgasm ripped through her inner thighs, causing her legs to go limp. “In fact, I can’t remember the last time I was with someone who could take it like you can!”

      “More,” Beth begged, then gasped when Lily teased her left nipple. “Please, give me more.”

      “Huh. I usually have to remind people to beg. You really are a fast learner.” Lily grinned and started a slow cadence, pushing Beth to her inner limits first, then pounding her mercilessly for several seconds. Beth quickly lost track of time, her head buzzing with pleasure as Lily fucked her senseless. When her first big orgasm came, she soaked the bed with her cum. Lily simply giggled and kept going, driving Beth to an even more intense orgasm several minutes later.

      Outside Beth’s room, the sound of the TV increased in volume, then finally stopped. The door opened, and Tink walked in, carrying a massive sandwich in her hands.

      “Oh, did you want in on this?” Lily picked up the Delightful Dragon and waved it in Tink’s direction. “I’ve got a spare if you want it.”

      “Tink fine.” The goblin walked over to a chair in the corner and sat, pulling her legs up so they were crossed.

      Lily slowed down her thrusts, giving the goblin a weird look. “Really? I figured you would be all over…this.”

      “Only if husband here,” she replied, taking a bite out of her sandwich. Large gobs of mayonnaise fell onto the front of her apron, which she scooped up with her fingers. “Hook up with Kisa sometimes if extra horny.”

      “You’re…just gonna sit there and eat a sandwich?” Beth frowned at Tink.

      “Tink’s show is over,” she replied. “Big butt too loud, Tink got curious.”

      Beth reached over her bed and got a hold of one of her slippers. With her left hand, she threw it at the goblin, missing by almost a foot.

      “Get out,” she ordered. “You can’t just eat a sandwich and watch us. We aren’t your entertainment.”

      Tink rolled her eyes dramatically and slid off the chair. Without another word, she exited the room, making a point of pulling the door shut harder than needed. Beth looked at Lily, and when the two made eye contact, they started laughing.

      “What the hell was that about?” asked Beth, wiping a tear from the corner of her eye.

      “Only she knows,” Lily replied, then thrust forward playfully. “Hey, did you want me to come inside you?”

      Beth scowled playfully. “That depends. Whose cum is it?”

      Lily played with Beth’s breasts, tracing circles around the nipples. “One hundred percent organic succubus cum. Won’t get you pregnant, but I can make about half a gallon of the stuff if you want me to. I can do all kinds of tricks with it, do you have anything in mind?”

      Beth licked her lips, picturing the dragon dick inside her. “Can you make it hot?”

      “Dangerously so, but I’ll keep it at a safe temperature. How much of it do you want?”

      “All of it.” Even now, Beth’s vagina was tightening up in anticipation. “Big fantasy of mine, you know.”

      “I’m aware.” Lily picked up her pace, pinning Beth to the bed. “Any other requests? I can look like whoever you want.”

      “This…is…good…” Beth suddenly found it hard to breathe. Her pelvis suddenly felt like it was about to burst, she was being stretched so much. “Are you…making it bigger?”

      “You’d better believe it. I’m about to flood you with so much steaming-hot dragon cum, it’s gonna ruin this mattress.” Lily picked up her pace until the breath was being driven from Beth’s lungs whenever the succubus attempted to bottom out. Beth looked down between her legs to see the width of Lily’s cock was more like an arm than a cock.

      “Oh shit,” Beth hissed, her magic creating a vortex of raw energy inside her body.

      “Yeah, that’s right, I’m gonna fill you with so much dragon cum that you won’t be able to walk without looking like a rain cloud full of milk.” Lily continued thrusting, the ridges on her cock hardening. “You can’t wait to feel that heat deep inside, can you? To feel my cum leaking down your walls?”

      “Mmh. Mmh!” Beth felt her magic stretch and then snap like a rubber band. Tendrils of cerulean light burst from her legs and spiraled around them, unseen by Lily, who continued to pound her mercilessly.

      “Yeah, that’s right! Take my cum!” shouted the succubus, and her cock flexed so hard that Beth was lifted off the bed. “Oh shit!”

      When that first spray hit Beth’s innards, the vortex exploded. Bands of light wrapped themselves around Lily’s hips, and the succubus let out a yelp of surprise as they were forced together.

      “What is this?” she cried, then her eyes rolled up in her head. “Oh, hell yeah, I can feel you sucking me in!” She started spasming, black-and-red veins appearing along her neck and forehead as she came again.

      Beth cried out in sweet agony as her body was stretched and flooded with hot liquid that eventually burst free of her vagina and sprayed Lily’s stomach, soaking the bed. The room filled with the sounds of their moans as they continued to come together, Lily eventually going limp on top of Beth.

      Panting with exertion, Beth let out a gasp as Lily’s cock slid out of her, sending a fresh flood of fluids onto the bed. Whimpering with delight, she pulled Lily forward and kissed her, trying to convey her gratitude with just her lips. They made out in this manner for several minutes, caressing each other’s bodies.

      “Fuck!” Tink was back in the doorway, holding a mop in one hand and an envelope in the other. She stared at the floor with a mixture of awe and disgust. “Tink no clean this up. Tink quit.”

      The goblin threw her mop on the ground and left, then returned to toss the envelope onto a nearby chair. “Letter came for big butt lawyer, maybe read soon.” Tink surveyed the floor one last time, then let out a chuckle as she left the room.

      Beth closed her eyes and took a deep breath, her magic returning to a resting state. “I don’t suppose you have a quick way to clean this all up?” she asked.

      “I can clean up after myself,” Lily replied, then snapped her fingers. The steaming spooge that coated Beth’s legs and lower body disappeared. “I’m afraid you’ll have to clean up your own mess.”

      “Fair enough.” She slid to the edge of the bed and groaned as she sat up, her pelvis sore. “It’s been a while since I’ve felt this way,” Beth said, rubbing her lower belly. “As for the hot cum, well…that’s the kind of thing a girl might write poetry over.”

      “It was some of my best work.” Lily used her tail to snatch up the mop and toss it toward Beth while she picked up the envelope. She unsealed it with her fingernail and laughed.

      “What is it? Noise complaint?” Beth picked up the mop and leaned it against the headboard. The sheets were soaked. She would have to change them once her legs didn’t feel so wobbly.

      “Worse.” Lily held up a small card with the Paradise logo embossed on the back. “Dinner invitation. Looks like the director has requested an audience with you.”

      “With me? What for?”

      “Maybe he heard you suck dick like a champ, and—” Lily ducked when Beth threw the mop at her. It clattered against the wall and fell. “Anyway, he expects you at nine. Formal attire is requested.”

      “So the beast rears his ugly head.” Beth let out a sigh and moved to the edge of the bed where the floor was dry. “I think I’ll take a shower and then clean this up. We can discuss our options for tonight. I get the feeling this request is more of a demand than anything else.”

      Lily nodded, then tossed the envelope on the chair. “Agreed. Speaking of that shower…would you like some company? I’ll wash your back if you wash mine.”

      Beth appraised the succubus for a moment, then grinned. This was a vacation, after all.

      “Why the fuck not?” she replied, then led the demon into the bathroom. Beth turned on the spigot and noticed Lily get a faraway look in her eyes. “You okay?”

      Lily snorted. “Yeah. Had a weird feeling is all.”

      “Like what?”

      The demon grinned. “Like I was about to lose a bet. Now where’s your loofah? We fucked, so I definitely get to wash your tits.”

      ---

      “Look alive, people.” Darius stood near the front of the command center, an image of the Radley home projected on a wall behind him. The man was wearing a sleeveless shirt and sunglasses, despite the fact that it was almost four in the morning. Small tables had been shoved together, each one stacked with gear and laptops. A small crew of men monitored the screens, double-checking surveillance equipment that had been mounted to helmets. “It’s nearly go time.”

      The room was composed of Order personnel and the SoS, all of whom went quiet. Cyrus stood at the back of the room, doing his best to look moderately interested. The truth was that he was exhausted. It was long past his bedtime, and he had been too afraid to sneak away for another nap. The last thing he wanted was to be excluded from whatever the SoS was doing.

      Everybody went quiet as an aerial photo of the estate replaced the house behind Darius. He picked up a thin rod and gestured toward the front porch.

      “This mission has been under seal up until this point, meaning there are valid concerns regarding psychic incursions. The last thing any of us want is for someone to know what we’ve been hired to do. To that end, I need our client to understand that we have perfected certain drills using special code names.” Darius looked over at Laurel, who nodded to show she was listening. “So even if something manages to read our minds, they might only get the code itself and not the meaning behind it. Those few seconds of confusion can be the key difference between victory and failure.”

      Cyrus nodded in approval. The Order had used similar protocol decades back. Since then, they could now train against mental incursion, but that required magical training that mercenaries wouldn’t have access to. Darius was essentially letting the Order know they would still be partially in the dark.

      “Now I will say that you’ve all seen the brief. We’ve got some cryptids floating around that may cause us a problem. Our snipers are watching for the heavy hitters, but the Order here will assist us with the small fry.” Sketches of different creatures appeared briefly on the wall and then moved into position around the house. “The intel on these things is old, so expect surprises, people.”

      Darius took a few minutes to talk about each potential creature along with their strengths and weaknesses. Cyrus knew all this information, since it had been in his dossier, so tuned out the briefing as he scanned the room. The SoS had formed into teams with members of the Order for support. The laptop crew was busy outfitting the teams with their cameras. Laurel raised her hand once Darius was finished. The squad leader stared at her for a few moments, then nodded his assent.

      “I also wanted to add that we have seen evidence or heard rumors of the following creatures.” Laurel gestured at the man controlling the projector, and several images appeared on the screen. Cyrus was surprised to see the gardener from before, as well as snapshots of a few other denizens he had seen from afar.

      “You need to assume none of them are human,” she explained, clicking through the images. “We also have reason to believe the hedge maze out front may have ties to the fae realm, so avoid it if you can.”

      At the mention of the fae realm, a few members muttered among themselves. Darius silenced his men with a cold stare, then nodded for Laurel to continue.

      “We also want you to be aware of the following entities.” Laurel pointed at the wall as a picture of Jenny standing in the window appeared. For the first time, Cyrus noticed a coin with a star drawn on it had been stuck to the doll’s dress. “This is an entity that goes by the name Jenny. We aren’t entirely certain what kind of spirit she is but suspect she is capable of getting inside your head.”

      Darius gave the picture an odd look of recognition but said nothing.

      “I also want you all to be aware of this guy.” Laurel moved to the front of the room, where an image of Death was being projected. The grim reaper appeared as an eerie mist, his skull like a floating mask. “He claims he is a physical manifestation of Death, but I have my doubts. We’ve had people from our psych team analyze his interactions with staff here, and their evaluations range wildly. Maybe he’s a harmless specter with delusions of grandeur, or perhaps he’s a psychopathic spirit who can rip off your face.”

      “He’s Death,” Cyrus said from the back of the room. Men turned around to look at him. “Take it from an old soldier. You recognize it when you see it.”

      Laurel snorted. “You’ll have to forgive Master Cyrus. He’s been having tea parties with this particular entity.”

      Somebody actually laughed, which earned the man an elbow in the ribs. Cyrus shrugged nonchalantly. “I just figured I would weigh in is all,” he offered.

      Of all the people in the room, only Darius seemed to take the comment seriously. Low murmurs built for a few seconds, at which time Laurel moved away from the projector and allowed Darius to take over.

      “So allow me to explain why we’re here today.” Darius used his pointer to tap on the image of the house that had reappeared. “Our intel says this home is warded specifically against hostile magic. The Order decided it was time to think outside the box, which is where we come in. Based on some preliminary tests done by Sister Laurel, physical acts of aggression do not trigger the home’s defenses.”

      Test? What tests? Cyrus tried not to look surprised. After all, he was just an old man desperate to get back to retirement.

      “This home has certain assets that our client is looking to acquire. So in a few minutes here, Operation Breach will be a go.” Darius pointed at Dirk, who stood nearby. “Team leaders should have already received your roles.”

      “They have, sir.” Gone was the cocky bastard from earlier. In the presence of his superior, Dirk was all business.

      “Good. Map, please.” Darius stepped back as an interior map of the Radley home appeared. Cyrus leaned forward in interest at the realization that this map did not match the hand-drawn one they had taken from the Historical Preservation Society. This one was hand drawn as well but didn’t look quite right either.

      “Where did you get this?” asked Cyrus.

      Darius ignored him. “Our point of entry will be through the front door. Alpha and Bravo teams will be responsible for a sweep and clean on the main floor. The interior of the house is going to be different from what you see here, but you can use this map as a signpost. The house expands, but what was there still remains in some form.”

      “How the fuck does he know that?” muttered Eulalie in Cyrus’s ear. The mage desperately wished he could respond, because he had no idea.

      “If you encounter any hostiles, neutralize them by any means necessary. Once we are inside the home, the Order will be able to use their magic, so they can properly assist.”

      “Who is this asshole?” Cyrus heard Eulalie mutter something to someone else. “I’m still listening, I need to go check on something. If you haven’t heard back from me, try to slow them down or cause a distraction.”

      “What?” Cyrus had accidentally responded out loud but rolled with it when people looked his way. “This catches me off guard. I didn’t think we were here to neutralize anybody, that’s all.”

      “If our intel is correct, Mike Radley is in possession of several dangerous beings and artifacts.” Laurel’s eyes were gleaming like a madwoman’s now. “I hate using the term, but this really is an ‘us versus them’ situation.”

      Darius’s eyes were so cold and intense that Cyrus felt like the man’s gaze was boring a hole straight through him. “Is there a problem?”

      Cyrus screwed up his face, trying to find the words. “This man, the creatures here are his family. For gods’ sake, his son is in there. You say neutralize, but are we really about to kill a child?”

      “There’s a child?” Darius turned that cold gaze of his on Laurel.

      “Yes,” she admitted. “The juvenile from the initial contact report. Radley has a son.”

      “Price goes up for kids,” Darius replied.

      “Consider it done,” she replied, then pulled out her phone. “I’ll have it wired.”

      “Good.” Darius looked at Cyrus dismissively. “Were you assigned a breach team?”

      “I wasn’t,” Cyrus admitted.

      “Good. Then you can stay here while we go in. Delta and Epsilon, you’ve got the upstairs.” Darius continued giving out orders as Cyrus slumped against the wall, his mouth hanging open. Through a speech about secret corridors and something about a labyrinth, all Cyrus could hear in his mind was how casually the man had dismissed killing a child.

      When had the lines become so blurry? He had done questionable things in the name of preserving the balance, but had he ever been as cold as Sister Laurel? Did the director know? No, that was a stupid question; of course he knew. The Order had gone through changes, this was true, but Cyrus certainly didn’t recognize the monster it had become.

      He fingered the edge of the wand beneath his coat. If he were to trigger the protective wards of the house right now, would they come for just him, or would they destroy everybody in this tent? No, he remembered now. The home’s defenses would take him down and nobody else.

      What about Darius? Could he put an arcane blast between the man’s eyes? Looking at the mass of men before him, he realized he would just be cutting off the hydra’s head. How many could he take down with him? Would it be enough to stop them?

      His heart pounded in his chest as he slid his hand around the wand beneath his coat, trying to figure out the best way to target multiple people before they took him down. Was he really prepared to do this?

      “I’m back,” Eulalie said in his ear, and he loosened his grip. “Just checked with a higher power. Let them come, it will be fine.”

      Stunned, Cyrus released the wand. He wanted to argue, to warn the girl that she didn’t know what she was going up against, but he had to trust that Eulalie knew better than he did. Was someone waiting just beyond the front door to take down the SoS? What power did the house have access to?

      “No, really, it’ll be okay.” The rat queen’s voice was reassuring, confident even. “Apparently the geas has it covered. Just sit back, relax, and enjoy the show.”

      Cyrus let out a sigh, which caught Laurel’s attention. She wandered across the room to stand by his side, her arms crossed as she spoke quietly.

      “You good?” she asked. “Because you can leave if you want.”

      “I’m okay. Besides, I’m here as a consultant. You may need my advice.”

      “Your current position is more ceremonial than anything else. If you wanna bail, I’ll cover for you.” Her voice was soft, and if he didn’t know she was a backstabbing bitch, he would be fooled into thinking she cared.

      “Oh, I could do this all morning. It’s just…the kid comment hit me wrong, that’s all. I know these guys are vicious, but to think they would take money to kill a kid…”

      “Some of us have done it for free.” When Dirk spoke from the other side of Cyrus, the old man flinched. He hadn’t even noticed the mercenary approach.

      “For free?” Cyrus whispered.

      “All of us are ex-military,” Dirk said, his jaw set. “When your country asks, you deliver. Some of us liked it, some didn’t. That’s part of what makes us the Sons of Sin, you know the deal.”

      “But you charge extra.” Cyrus shook his head in amazement.

      “It’s to pay for the extra therapy,” Dirk replied. “Most of these guys here are already dead on the inside, they just want the money to enjoy what little time they’ve got left before going out in a blaze of glory. It’s hard to enjoy yourself if your job messes you up on your days off.”

      “What kind of therapist do you have that can talk you through…that?”

      Dirk shrugged. “Mine lives on the East Coast, and we video chat every other Tuesday. Some of us just snort mountains of cocaine. We’re kind of a judgment-free organization like that.”

      “Hmph.” Cyrus stared down at his feet and realized both Laurel and Dirk had noticed how distressed he was. If he had pulled his wand, he may have only gotten a single shot off. He was getting sloppy. “It just took me by surprise.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” Dirk placed a hand on Cyrus’s shoulder and squeezed. It may have looked friendly from the outside, but the grip was borderline hostile, meant to convey a very different message. “That’s why you hire guys like us, to do the things you don’t want to.”

      Darius was still wrapping up his orders, tasking his different teams with code phrases like “beat the meat” and “freeze tag.” The picture of the house was now replaced with a bank of screens, each cluster belonging to a separate team. As cameras were switched on, Cyrus found himself viewing the inside of the command center from a dozen different angles.

      “Okay, boys, it’s time to earn those paychecks. The team that finds any primary asset gets two months off, paid.”

      “Hooah!” shouted the SoS as they exited the command center and took up their posts. Darius stayed behind and stood with his arms crossed with his gaze on the wall projection. An assistant helped fit him with a fancy headset that he attached to a device on his belt.

      “Teams, check in,” he said, and a nearby speaker crackled to life.

      “Alpha team, in position.” There was a brief pause before the next team checked in. A camera drone hovering overhead captured the six teams as they formed a semicircle just past the porch. The men of the SoS drew their weapons as they prepared to storm the house.

      “What a bunch of chodes,” Eulalie said. “I feel like I’m watching a Call of Duty fan film.”

      Cyrus wasn’t sure what that meant, but he was holding his breath as Alpha team advanced, weapons drawn. One member of the squad was carrying a metal net with disruptive runes on it. If the banshee made an appearance, it would burn her like fire.

      “Are we a go?” asked Alpha leader.

      “You have my permission to enter.” Darius studied the data stream without blinking, his fists clenching and unclenching. And what was with the weird phrasing?

      When Alpha team made it to the door, the squad leader jiggled the handle, confirming it was locked. His team spread out, guns aimed at the windows.

      “Porch secure,” said Alpha leader. “Time to force entry. Beta team, proceed.”

      Beta team came running up with a battering ram. Alpha spread out, their backs to the exterior as Beta team used the ram on the door. It took them several good whacks before the door splintered in. Someone reached through the hole to unlock the door from the inside.

      “Cats and mice,” said Darius. The other teams swarmed the porch as Alpha and Beta team ran inside the door. On the big screen, Cyrus watched a hurried sweep of the first room. The furniture was covered in drop cloths, and the living room looked much smaller than expected. No lights were on in the home, and there was no sign of movement.

      “Clear,” whispered Alpha leader as both teams moved away from the foyer to make room for the others. “Next team, move in.”

      Delta squad moved in and immediately went up the stairs. Beta team was conducting a sweep of the small office just to the left of the doorway. Furniture was moved out of the way by the first teams to make room for the next, and the house was quickly packed with mercenaries and members of the Order.

      Nobody was home. There was no movement whatsoever within the house. Over the course of an hour, Cyrus watched with immense pleasure as the SoS methodically searched the home from top to bottom. Every door was opened, and every dresser was checked. It was as if nobody had lived there in years.

      Darius was staring so hard at the wall that Cyrus wondered if the canvas would somehow tear under the man’s baleful gaze. Darius was particularly interested in having Epsilon team open a closet door after shifting the knob in a certain pattern, as if it would somehow trigger a secret opening. When nothing yielded results, he finally commanded a retreat and waited for his men and the Order to return.

      Laurel was one of the first to make it back, and she looked like she was going to be sick. She immediately spoke to Darius in hushed tones, and the man listened with his head tilted toward her. When she finished, he looked away as if deep in thought.

      The men of the SoS packed into the command center, many visibly frustrated. One man had stolen a doll with a porcelain face from one of the rooms and was busy inspecting it when Mads snatched it out of his hands.

      “Are you fucking crazy?” he asked before throwing the doll out the door.

      “It’s just a doll,” the man countered with a shrug. “Thought my niece might like it.”

      “Nothing in that home is what it seems,” said Darius, his voice cool. “And it would seem that our attempt to breach it has yielded zero results.”

      “It must have been an illusion.” Laurel raised her voice to be heard over the low murmuring. She turned her attention to a mage nearby. “Did you attempt any dispels while you were in there?”

      “I did, Sister Laurel.” The mage gestured up at the wall. “I would also like to point out that the home clearly has at least three floors from the outside, but we couldn’t find a staircase past the second.”

      “And it was way smaller on the inside,” said a nearby SoS merc. “I counted paces, and it was less than a third of the size. I’m more inclined to believe that what we see from the outside is the illusion.”

      While leadership conferred privately, the men and women inside the tent chatted among themselves, sharing theories and experiences. Laurel looked on with visible frustration while Darius stared at an image of the home. Every now and then, the man raised a hand to his cheek as if to twirl an imaginary strand of hair.

      The low din of the command center was interrupted by an eerie howl from outside. Weapons were drawn as something large brushed by the side of the fabric walls, causing the structural rods to groan. Runes ignited, lighting the darkened space as protective wards activated.

      Darius held a finger to his lips for silence, followed by a series of hand signs. The squads shrank inward, weapons pointed out. Cyrus realized they intended to shoot outward if something tried to come in, so managed to squeeze between two of the squads for safety. A few men in the center of the circle had their weapons pointed toward the ceiling, in case something dropped from above into the middle of the group.

      These were men ready to shoot their way through anything that came at them. The room had become tense as mages summoned magical auras to surround themselves and those nearby. The cloth flaps of the command center pressed inward as if something was testing the perimeter, then moved away.

      Outside, somebody giggled.

      “Ring around the rosie,” it sang, the voice feminine and childlike. It came from above, causing the mercs to aim their weapons upward. “A building full of pussies. Assholes…assholes…you should have…knocked!”

      The whole structure shuddered as if caught up in a violent wind. The SoS held their fire but tightened up their formations. Cyrus crouched and drew his wand, his breath coming in jagged bursts.

      Over the sound of the fabric being wrenched about, a chorus of voices sang. The words were unintelligible but accusatory. It sounded almost like children singing, but there was a malevolent energy behind their dulcet tones.

      “Sir?” Dirk’s eyes were focused on the front door.

      Darius licked his lips, then turned his attention to the projection screen. “I need eyes outside,” he said. Someone behind Cyrus turned around to get on the computer, and the display of the house disappeared. Black screens appeared, all of them displaying the same two words.

      No Signal

      “Cameras are all down,” muttered the operator. “Drones aren’t responding either. We’re in the dark.”

      “I need a volunteer.” Darius scanned the room, and a few hands went up. His cold gaze swept across everybody and finally settled on the man who had brought the doll inside. “You.”

      “Fuck me,” muttered the unfortunate merc as he rose from a crouch. He turned to the man at the computer. “Beta Zero Seven.”

      The operator clicked through some menus, and the merc’s camera came online with “B07” highlighted in the corner. The mercenary crossed the room and adjusted his helmet straps before hunching forward by the door. He flipped his M4 carbine to full auto and nodded to another SoS merc who stood nearby.

      “Ready,” he muttered and pushed his way out the flap, weapon raised. The other mercs sealed the flap behind. Cyrus turned his attention to the monitor and felt his stomach clench at the sight of a single doll sitting on a wooden chair about fifteen feet away. The merc turned left and right, revealing that other than the doll, there was nothing else outside.

      “Is that the entity from before?” Mads asked. Laurel studied the screen for a moment, waiting for the man’s camera to stop sweeping back and forth and focus on the doll.

      “It isn’t,” she replied. “That looks like the one you threw out of here, doesn’t it?”

      “Sir.” The merc’s voice crackled over the speaker. “It’s holding something.”

      Cyrus looked again and realized the doll in the chair was holding a piece of paper. The merc’s breath hitched as he moved closer, then knelt to pick up the paper. The night vision made the letters hard to see.

      “What does it say?” asked Darius. The merc’s flashlight clicked on, revealing letters written in calligraphy.

      “It says, ‘Tag, you’re it.’” The mercenary was about to say something else, but his vision abruptly shifted and he was yanked off his feet. He screamed in panic, and the sound of gunfire filled the air. The SoS ducked as bullets ricocheted off the enchanted flaps of the command center.

      “Alpha squad! Form up and—” Dirk didn’t get a chance to finish as the mercenary was thrown through the front entrance of the command center. He crashed into Alpha squad, who had been prepping to go. The men of the SoS were quietly barking orders to one another as the Order looked to Laurel for instructions. The room went still as a solitary piece of paper fluttered through the air, falling like a maple tree seed. Laurel, who was nearby, snatched it out of the air and studied it.

      “Tag, you’re it,” she muttered. “It’s what the doll was holding.”

      “It says something else on the back.” Mads took the note from Laurel and flipped it over. He frowned in confusion. “‘You can keep her’? Keep who?”

      Alpha squad tried to help the mercenary to his feet, but he was clutching his ass in agony. They lowered him to the ground and rolled him onto his side. That was when Cyrus saw the cloth limbs dangling from between the man’s legs.

      “Oh, fuck me,” somebody muttered as a flashlight was clicked on. The mercenary on the floor wept softly as everybody stared at the doll that had been shoved halfway up his ass.

      ---

      The sounds of the forest had quickly become lost in the cadence of beating drums. Mike and the others were running uphill now, eager to get to the next plateau, where Wallace and one of the scouts waved frantically.

      With Ingrid on his back, Mike’s lungs worked overtime as he somehow sprinted past members of the Order, the mage clinging to him for dear life. The jungle below them had filled with the rustling cadence of marching warriors.

      “C’mon! We’ve got a clear spot up here!” Wallace disappeared from view once Mike got closer. By the time he finally crested the rise, he let out a gasp of relief to see that a few trees had been cleared already and white rope was being strung between others as the Order set up a defensive perimeter.

      “You can put me down here,” Ingrid said. “I have no idea how you did that. It’s like you’re part horse or something.”

      “Centaur, actually.” He fought back a grin when Ingrid touched her pocket with a frown. “I’ll be back.”

      When he made it back to the top of the trail, he could see that Ratu and Quetzalli were in the middle of the pack. The naga seemed to have no trouble keeping pace, but Quetzalli was struggling with the extra weight of Mike’s bag. After jogging back down the path, he quickly reached the pair.

      “You go ahead,” he said to Ratu as he took his bag back from Quetzalli. The dragon looked relieved. “They’re setting wards up top.”

      “On it.” Ratu took three steps forward, and her features melted away as she formed into a massive snake with Ingrid’s bag in her jaws and her own strapped to her back. A few members of the Order stepped aside as the naga shot past them, her slithering form quickly ascending to the plateau.

      “Maybe we should have ridden on her,” Mike muttered to himself, wondering if that would have worked. “Are you good?” he asked Quetzalli.

      “I’m better, but…” She looked over her shoulder. Leilani was dragging behind, pain written in her features as she struggled. The Captain watched her intently but didn’t seem inclined to help out.

      “Shit,” Mike muttered, noticing flickering lights in the forest below. They looked like torches between the trees. “You go on ahead. I’ll see if I can’t help Leilani.”

      “Watch your back,” she muttered, then resumed her climb, sweat pouring down her back. He watched her for a moment to make certain she would be okay, then continued down the trail to Leilani and the Captain.

      “What’s the holdup?” he asked once he was close enough. Francois threw him a dirty look but said nothing.

      “It’s me,” groaned Leilani. “My legs are not accustomed to climbing such a steep trail. It feels like they’re on fire!” Her eyes widened as a distant horn echoed across the terrain. “They are coming for me,” she whispered.

      “Can’t you do something?” asked Mike, his eyes on Francois.

      “Like what?” Francois countered. “I am unable to carry her, if that’s what you are asking.”

      “Then I can do it.” Mike got ready to abandon his bag, but Leilani waved him off.

      “You don’t understand,” she replied. “My people, our bodies are built for the depths. We weigh more than a human does.”

      “My guess is somewhere around one hundred and forty kilograms,” added Francois. “So more like carrying two people.”

      Mike paused and thought it over for a moment. Carrying Ingrid had been difficult but doable. But could he have carried two of her? Maybe if he hadn’t already carried somebody else.

      “Damn,” he muttered. “Nightmarchers, they’re spirits, right? Ghosts?”

      Francois shrugged, sweat pouring down his forehead. “Essentially.”

      “Is there any way to chase them off?”

      Leilani shook her head. “No. They usually ignore humans if you bow before them and avoid eye contact. Not true for my people though. The Nightmarchers are warriors from a different time and are unaware that we are no longer enemies. If you’re traveling with me, they will show you no mercy, you have to get away!”

      “Francois? That sword of yours work on spirits?”

      The Captain scoffed. “Of course not. And even if it did, there⁠—”

      The man danced to the side as a spear shot toward him, clattering hard against a nearby rock. He scowled in frustration at a dark shadow below that disappeared into the woods.

      “There are too many,” he replied.

      “Go.” Leilani fixed both of them with a stare, then reached for the trident she carried on her back. “My fate is mine alone.”

      “I will tell your people it was a warrior’s death.” Francois did a mock salute and turned to sprint up the trail.

      “Some guardian he is,” Mike muttered with a shake of his head. “Put that thing away. There will be no last stands here.”

      “My legs, they feel so wobbly.” Leilani’s voice wavered. “I don’t think I can climb any farther.”

      “Move your ass, princess.” Mike stepped past her, his eyes down on the forest. He sent his thoughts out to the woods, begging them for help. Below, the trees rustled as if the wind was pushing through them. Though the jungle couldn’t slow their pursuers, it could tell him where they were coming from.

      “Mike, I—” Leilani let out a cry when a dark shadow stepped from behind a cluster of rocks about fifteen feet away. The shadow had haunting eyes that flickered. As the specter solidified, it looked like a man who had been dipped in clay.

      Mike sang the banshee’s dirge, careful to keep his voice low so it wouldn’t carry up the hill. The shadowy form rippled like water struck with a pebble, then vanished from sight, dropping a spear onto the ground. The spear turned into mist and faded away.

      “What just happened?” Leilani demanded. “Were you singing?”

      “You know how it is. Some songs are obnoxious but still get stuck in your head. Spirits really don’t like that, it can haunt them for centuries.” Mike turned and pushed her up the hill. “Go. Now!”

      The Nightmarchers made good time up the mountain, but Mike got advance notice from the trees every time some of them drew near. Though the banshee’s cry wasn’t enough to guide them to their eternal rest, it absolutely disrupted their ability to maintain form in the waning light of day. By the time he and Leilani made it up the hill, both of them were out of breath. The whole hillside had erupted in drums and rhythmic chanting.

      Ratu and Wallace met them at the edge of the clearing, pulling both of them to safety as spears shattered against stones that the naga summoned from the earth as barriers. They ducked beneath a rope adorned with tiny, decorated flags, then collapsed in exhaustion.

      The drums drew close, and Mike tensed up as the first shadows appeared. Dozens of spirits followed, wielding ancient weapons of war. Though the chanting came from the ancestral Hawaiians, their lips never moved as they wandered around the clearing. Anytime a marcher would approach one of the warded ropes, it would become disoriented and walk away.

      Ratu knelt by Mike’s side to help him up. “As long as you keep your voice down, they won’t know we’re here,” she whispered. As if to illustrate her point, Wallace picked up a stone and threw it away from the camp. It struck a distant tree, and a bunch of spirits immediately headed off in its direction.

      “Princess.” Francois knelt by Leilani’s side. “I have apparently failed you and am no longer worthy to be your guardian.”

      “It is not your fault,” she replied. “The Caretaker was able to scare them off using his dark magic.”

      “Then I am in his debt.” Francois looked at Mike, but his eyes remained cold. “Thank you, Caretaker.”

      Mike didn’t bother replying. The man was so full of shit that it wasn’t worth his time. He rose from a crouch and surveyed the camp. Protective runes had been carved into the trees, and glowing rods had been planted in the ground. A light mist formed around the ground just outside the camp as the Nightmarchers continued their hunt, allowing them to vanish into the shadows at will.

      “So they can’t see us?” Mike moved toward the edge of the clearing. The nearby spirits didn’t react to his presence.

      “It’s a combination of spells,” said Ratu. “They consecrated the ground using four different methods, and I used one of my own. Though the spirits suspect we are nearby, they cannot see or touch us as long as the barrier remains unbroken.”

      “Thank the gods.” Mike followed Ratu over to a small cluster of stones that were still wet and dirty from where she had pulled them from the earth. Quetzalli sat on one, her sad gaze lingering on a spirit that flickered out of existence as it accidentally crossed the barrier.

      “They are unhappy,” she said, her eyes misty. “Can you not feel their sadness?”

      “I really can’t.” He sat next to the dragon and took her hand. “Are you okay?”

      She shook her head, causing platinum locks to bounce across her shoulders. “I’m really not. It’s a lingering sadness, like something terrible has happened. There’s also anger. Such is the existence of a lost soul.”

      Unsure how to help the dragon, he just sat with her. After a tense hour of monitoring the Nightmarchers, the Order quietly set up camp for the evening. Due to the hasty assembly of the campsite, this meant awkward placement of the tents as well as clearing out some additional brush inside the perimeter to make room for tents. While Francois was busy with his tent, Mike asked the local spiders to drop down and check on the man just to see how he was doing. Though none of the arachnids bit him, quite the stream of French profanity came out of the Captain as he struggled to erect his tent.

      When the stars emerged, nobody could enjoy them. The number of Nightmarchers had increased, and there were at least a hundred swarming the area, searching for their prey. Dinner was cold food consumed in silence. Ratu, Quetzalli, and Mike all sat at their makeshift table, eating quietly as the Order established sleeping arrangements among themselves.

      Stars continued to blossom across the darkened sky. Ratu summoned a couple of small fireballs to hover nearby and provide light. The Order had lights of their own, which turned them into mere shadows as they moved among their tents. Mike was surprised when one shadow turned out to be Ingrid limping over to join them. The mage sat slowly with a wince. She made a sigh of annoyance when Wallace came over to help her.

      “I’m fine,” she groused, then waved him off. “I don’t need a nurse.”

      “Whatever you say,” he replied. “But I did pack the outfit.” He winked at Mike, then wandered back to his tent. Ingrid looked at Quetzalli and Ratu for a moment, then turned her full attention to Mike.

      “Thank you for earlier,” she said, then dipped her head. “I don’t know that I would have made it without you.”

      “I’m sure somebody would have helped out.” He looked at the Order team that had come with them. “At least, once the marchers showed up.”

      “Wallace would have dropped everything he was carrying, it’s true. But we would have been fucked. Half the stuff we used to build the ward was in his bag. He likes to be prepared.”

      “A good motto,” Mike agreed solemnly.

      Ingrid looked up at the sky and sighed. “I’ve never heard of so many Nightmarchers showing up in one place,” she said, her gaze on the first twinkling stars up above. “They’re restless spirits, but certainly not this aggressive.”

      Mike looked out into the forest. The Nightmarchers were nearly invisible now; he could only see them if they stepped into a beam of light. His connection to the woods and the spiders allowed him to sense their passage though. They melted in and out of existence, singing their songs of war.

      “Anyway, I just wanted to say thank you again. I know we kind of come off as bastards, but the Order really are decent people.” Ingrid started to rise.

      “Do decent people hire mercenaries to break into other people’s homes?” He watched the woman carefully as she looked at him in confusion.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “I’m talking about the guys on my front lawn. The Sons of Sin. Kind of a dumb name, when you think about it.”

      Genuine confusion appeared on Ingrid’s face. “I don’t know anything about mercenaries on your lawn.”

      “And perhaps you don’t. But I do know that breaking in was the plan this whole time.” He leaned back in his makeshift seat and crossed his arms. “And don’t bother denying it. If you do, I’ll just ask you again while holding that rock you keep in your pocket.”

      Ingrid’s mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water until she closed her eyes and groaned. “This isn’t about to become a problem, is it?” She opened her eyes and looked toward where her companions were.

      “If you’re asking if I’m about to freak out and start a fight, the answer is no. You are safe with us. For now, anyway.” Visible relief crossed Ingrid’s face as she put a hand in her pocket. “What happens next is up to you, really.”

      “So you’ve known for a while.”

      “He has,” Ratu replied. “Long before we ever came out here with you.”

      “Then why come?”

      “That’s what he does.” Quetzalli smiled in Mike’s direction. “He helps. We’re all here to help.”

      “But on our own terms,” Mike added. “So I ask again. What sort of decent people try to rob a man while he’s helping them?”

      Ingrid sighed and looked up into the sky once more, pondering her answer. “The answer isn’t simple,” she began, but Mike cut her off.

      “It really is though. You guys lured me out here and intend to rob me. Right now, you’ve got a team of mercenaries in a command center ready to break into my home. They’ve got guns, Ingrid. Guns. Your organization told me you were there to protect my family in my absence, and they planned this instead.” He was careful to keep the anger out of his voice to avoid catching anyone else’s attention.

      “I don’t understand. Why admit you know this? You sound so calm.”

      “Oh, I’m far from calm. As for why I told you, I want you to grab on to your magic crystal so this message comes across loud and clear. Go on, grab it.” He waited for Ingrid to stick her hand in her pocket again. “You see, I believe everyone is capable of good things, even when they’ve lost the ability to tell the difference between what’s right and not. Even though your people scheme against me, I’ve shown you kindness. Okay, so maybe I jerked you around a little bit. I have my flaws.”

      This elicited a snort out of Ratu. Ingrid, on the other hand, was hanging on to his every word.

      “Tomorrow, we’re probably going to make it to my property. I really don’t know what’s going to happen next, but I will say I don’t trust anyone outside my family. When we get there, I’m expecting a big revelation, followed by an even bigger betrayal. Maybe you all draw wands on me, or maybe that bag of dicks snoring over there tries to kill me. Who knows? It’s inevitable.”

      “We weren’t planning to betray you,” Ingrid countered. “We still need your help.”

      “And you’ll get it,” he replied. “This situation involving whatever waits for us up the mountain, I’m going to fix it. And when I do, I’m going to ensure that my solution doesn’t harm Leilani’s people. You have my word on that. I could just say fuck you and walk away, but I won’t. And do you know why? Because even though the line between good and bad is blurry sometimes, I still remember how to step back and actually look at the damned line. Can you really say the same about the Order, anymore? What about yourself?”

      Ingrid was silent, her eyes boring into his. Mike leaned forward and held his fingers up together, forming a streamer of sparks that warped into a tiny glowing ball that hovered over his fingertips.

      “Life is a path, and we wander off it sometimes. That’s what family and friends are for, to help guide us back when we stray. They act as a guiding star.” The tiny ball ascended away from them toward the night sky, flickering as it expanded and changed colors. It eventually split into smaller motes of light that vanished among the leaves. “My family are my stars. Every single one of them. If the Order decides in their infinite wisdom to take one of them from me, well…”

      “The consequences would be dire.” Ratu completed his sentence with a smile, but her eyes had narrowed to eerie slits. “You assume we have stepped into your world, a place we don’t understand, but it is actually the other way around. Your Order claims dedication to their precious balance, but this man here epitomizes it. His world is far larger than anything you’ve encountered, and it’s only going to get bigger. It is you who have stepped into his world.”

      “Later tonight, when you find a way to magically contact your director to report in or whatever, I want you to tell him something.” Mike leaned toward Ingrid, his expression now serious. She shifted uncomfortably but didn’t move away. “My family never needed protection. It’s your people who did. Whatever that little man has planned for my home, you should know that the people he put on my lawn are nothing more than a handful of mice tossed into the lion’s den. If they poke around too much, if they decide they’re in charge of where the line is drawn, there won’t be anything left of them by the time we get back.”

      Thunder rumbled ominously overhead, causing Ingrid to look up. When her gaze returned to Mike, there was fear in her eyes.

      “Why tell me all this, then?” she asked. “Why let me know you’re onto us? You still haven’t explained why.”

      “Do you remember when you took the time to explain how my magic affects normal people? That conversation was the result of a woman who cares about others, even if I think some of your values are misaligned. The Order is broken, Ingrid. Something fundamental has been lost, and until good people like you realize that, it’s only going to get worse.” His eyes softened as he scooted forward, sitting on the edge of his rock. “It’s okay to be broken. It’s not okay to take it out on everybody else.”

      Ingrid watched him carefully for nearly a minute, then nodded and staggered to her feet, refusing help from Quetzalli. The mage limped back over to her side of the campground before disappearing into the darkness. Mike watched her go, then looked over at Leilani, who was about thirty feet away. She sat next to a small fire, her knees clutched to her chest and misery on her face. Francois had turned in early, his booted feet hanging out of the open flap of their shared tent. The mermaid princess made eye contact with Mike and then looked away as if in shame. She had been silent all evening since her rescue from the marchers.

      “That was a little heavy-handed,” commented Ratu, breaking his focus. “But necessary.”

      “I have a good feeling about her,” Mike replied, and meant it. “I don’t know what it is, but I see some of myself in her. By the way, nice touch with the thunder.”

      Quetzalli winked in response.

      “You think she could be our ally?” asked Ratu.

      “Maybe not. But I don’t think she has to be our enemy.” He looked back toward the Captain’s tent as Leilani reluctantly crawled inside. Thinking back on what the princess had told him, he wondered how he might get her away from Francois. If anybody here was going to be an ally, it was going to be the mermaid. The Order couldn’t be allowed to follow him onto his property, and neither could Francois.

      Leilani was a different story. Maybe it was because she had been honest with him. Maybe it was because she wasn’t human. Regardless, he would have to figure out how to steal her away once they reached the boundary of his property. If nothing else, it would help build a bridge of trust between him and the merfolk kingdom. Well, if they didn’t decide to murder him for abducting their princess. But that was a problem for future Mike.

      It wasn’t long before Quetzalli announced she was going to bed. Mike snuggled outside with Ratu, both of them watching the Milky Way crawl across the sky for another hour. The naga whispered stories to him about the forgotten constellations of her people as she pressed herself against him for warmth. Eventually, it was time to sleep, and the two of them crawled inside the tent. Mike ended up between Quetzalli and Ratu, the naga’s lower body transforming into thick reptilian coils that wrapped around his legs.

      In the Dreamscape, he was able to properly check in with Kisa. Apparently Beth had gone to dinner with the director, but that was the last the cat girl had heard of it. The Order and their mercenaries had officially experienced their first proper dose of Jenny and were now huddled up inside their command center like frightened children. He and Kisa exchanged information and took a walk on the beach. The cat girl was telling him all about how Grace and Callisto had been playing tag in the house all day. Zel had wanted the boy to come home, but he snuck away from the centaurs when the house had gone on lockdown. Death was now wandering the halls of the Radley home, pretending he couldn’t see Grace so she could set ambushes for him with Callisto’s help. Mike strongly suspected that somebody had let them watch Home Alone, but Kisa wouldn’t fess up to it.

      The Dreamscape shattered with a scream, and Mike opened his eyes to hear panic and terror immediately outside his tent. By the time he pushed through the flaps, the forest had told him everything he needed to know.

      The Nightmarchers had broken through.

      Sliding into his shoes and making sure Opal was in his pocket, he crawled outside, followed closely by Ratu and Quetzalli. Ratu summoned balls of fire that she threw into the air. The flames cast an eerie glow on the Order’s campsite, revealing several dark forms locked in battle with the perimeter guards.

      “How did they get in?” he asked, staring in horror as a mage was dragged into the darkness by a trio of shadows.

      “Doesn’t matter.” Ratu made a series of gestures, then surrounded her body in a fiery glow. “We make our stand here.”

      He nodded and turned toward Francois’s tent. The flap was open, and the soft glow of Ratu’s fireballs revealed the tent was empty.

      “It looks like our princess is in another castle,” he declared, then let out an angry hiss as a Nightmarcher drew near. The spirit vanished from sight as Mike escalated his tone, using banshee magic to scare the marcher off.

      “Watch my back,” he said, then knelt and grabbed hold of a tree root. Closing his eyes, he sent his awareness out. The forest could feel the passage of the Nightmarchers as they walked the land, and Mike felt a small cluster of them almost a hundred yards uphill. Based on their movements, it seemed as if they were chasing somebody.

      As for the Order, their team had dissolved. Whatever organization they had was now destroyed as men and women were chased into the darkness and hunted down. A spray of golden light illuminated Ingrid, who was lying against the base of a tree while using a wand to blast away attackers. Mike ran to her side and barely dodged the arcane bolt she tossed his way.

      “Not a marcher,” he shouted, keeping his hands up where she could see him. When a Nightmarcher stepped around the tree, Mike sang a high-pitched note that caused the spirit to burst into motes of darkness that sank into the ground. “Where’s Wallace?”

      “I don’t know.” Ingrid tried to stand, but it seemed like her ankle was still knitting from the poultice. “The marchers shouldn’t have gotten in. We’re all scattered.”

      “We can worry about that later. C’mon.” He grabbed her by the hand and pulled. She had a limp but was able to move on her own. “They’re hunting Leilani.”

      “Fuck.” Ingrid pulled a spare wand from her pocket and held it in her free hand. “Can you carry me again?”

      He knelt, and she hopped onto his back, both arms extended over his shoulders. Ratu and Quetzalli moved to both sides of him as he began a cautious jog through the woods with Ratu’s fire leading the way. Small groups of marchers moved to intercept them, but Ingrid’s magic and Mike’s song were enough to chase them away. This greatly antagonized the spirits, and he could feel them forming a hunting party in the woods behind them.

      Stepping over the mangled body of a Knight, they passed between two trees and emerged on the edge of a ridge overlooking the valley below. The trees whispered to him, telling him stories of a woman of the ocean who had fled in terror from multiple pursuers.

      “She’s up this way,” he said. “Is everyone still okay?”

      “I fear no spirit,” Ratu declared. “Even if they were to surround us, I would burn the forest down around their feet to drive them off.”

      “Let’s save that plan for last,” Mike muttered. “But I appreciate the energy.”

      “They can be hurt by magic but never truly defeated,” Ingrid added. “Even if you take one out, it will come back eventually. They’re like the terminators of the spirit world.”

      “Terminators?” asked Quetzalli.

      “Movie reference,” Mike replied. “Killer robots.”

      “They should have stopped after the second one,” added Ingrid. “We need to keep moving. Leilani is in danger.”

      “Sure thing, Sarah Connor.” Mike jogged up the ridge, once again using Ratu’s magic and the forest to guide him. The ravine to his left was so deep that it was just an inky void. Other than the stars above, the only lights he could see were from cruise ships out on the horizon.

      They were nearing Leilani’s location when Mike felt the mood of the forest shift. Blood had been spilled ahead. He came to a stop and set Ingrid down.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “Something is wrong.” He put his hand on the closest tree and shut his eyes. He could sense the Nightmarchers massing downhill, only to be frightened away by Ratu’s magic. The spirits’ passage did nothing to disturb the woods. This was their home. However, whatever lay ahead was not spiritual in nature. Branches had been broken and roots trampled. The spiders chittered in excitement as heavy booted feet disturbed their nests, and the air was filled with the sound of clashing steel.

      “Of course something is wrong,” Ingrid began, but Mike opened his eyes and shook his head.

      “It’s not marchers. There’s something else out here,” he said, gesturing ahead. “Not a spirit, something physical, like a person. People, actually.”

      “But who?” Ingrid asked.

      He shook his head. “No idea. But we’ve got a problem.” Looking down the hill, he could sense the spirits closing in. “We’re stuck between a rock and a hard place. Ideas?”

      “Retrieve Leilani and run like hell. Is there any other option?” Ingrid fired her wand at a trio of warriors who had scrambled over some nearby rocks toward their position. One fell, vanishing into the darkness and filling the air with whispers. Brief flashes of light in the jungle revealed that some of the Order were still alive.

      Mike grimaced. There were probably a dozen better options available, but he only had seconds to contemplate them. With adrenaline and magic surging through his body, he couldn’t come up with anything better. The longer he waited, the more likely it was that Leilani would fall to her pursuers. “Once more unto the breach, I guess.”

      The forest ahead bent away, expediting their passage. Ratu stayed at the rear of the procession, her flames now a pair of serpents that circled her body and breathed fire at spirits who came close. Quetzalli was panting with exertion behind Mike, and he could feel the humidity thicken as clouds formed overhead, blotting out the night sky. Ingrid’s wands glowed with sinister energy, occasionally blasting a shadow that leaped out in front of them.

      Foliage gave way to thick, jagged rocks. Up near the top, Leilani was frantically stabbing her trident down at her assailants. Mike sent lightning spiders ahead to help illuminate the area and was stunned when the attackers spun around to reveal skeletons in ragged clothes. Several were armed with scimitars, while the rest carried daggers, oars, and even a broken surfboard.

      “What the actual hell?” muttered Ingrid. “Are those…zombies? Skeletons? Undead pirates?”

      Mike didn’t know the answer, but it didn’t matter. The undead turned their attention away from Leilani, who now gazed down at Mike in relief. Dark-blue blood flowed down her arms and torso, and she looked to be on the verge of collapse.

      Ingrid’s wands lit up, and she started blasting. Arcane energy tore into the skeletal figures like shotgun rounds, blowing off limbs as Mike advanced. Serpents of fire ripped the skeletons away from the rocky crag, tossing them over the side of the mountain. Quetzalli held out a single hand and called forth a small bolt of lightning that blew up a pair of skeletons near the edge.

      With the tide turning, the skeletons closest to Leilani spun around and tried to take her out. She stabbed down at them, then dropped her trident when her arm was slashed open.

      “Damn!” Mike crouched, and Ingrid hopped off, her magic shattering a nearby foe. Dodging rusted blades, he climbed up the rocks and grabbed the skeletons from behind, yanking them off-balance so they tumbled away. Leilani scrambled to her feet when he reached her side, her eyes filled with tears. Below, the forest erupted as Nightmarchers appeared from the woods and engaged both the living and the dead in combat.

      “Caretaker,” Leilani whimpered, clutching his arm for support. He looked down at the spectral melee below and felt his magic climb its way through his stomach and into his throat.

      “Plug your ears,” he yelled, then took a deep breath and released the banshee’s scream once more. The air rippled away from him with magical fury, causing the skeletal warriors to clutch their skulls and sprint away, several of them falling off the mountain. The Nightmarchers melted away into the darkness, their chants of war going with them. The women below all clutched at their ears, staggering around as his magic overwhelmed them. There were earplugs back in the tent, but the attack had been so sudden that nobody had grabbed them.

      The magic cascaded down the mountain like thunder. In the distance, he could hear his scream echo back to him. If nothing else, he had bought them a reprieve, but his throat was now raw from the effort. Rubbing at his neck, he moved to help Leilani down the rocks when he felt her freeze in place. Looking up, he saw Francois stumble through the trees, his face and arms bloodied. He was clutching his sword in one hand and a flintlock pistol in the other.

      “It’s about fucking time,” Mike declared, then realized his mistake when he felt Leilani slide behind him in an effort to hide. “Aw, fuck nuts.”

      “Two for one,” declared Captain Francois as he leveled the flintlock pistol at Mike. “Some luck at last.”

      Magic flooded Mike’s body as he twisted to one side, guided by precognition as Francois fired his gun. Mike’s magic ripped free of his body, forming into a sphere of electrical energy that attempted to push the bullet to one side. Neither his precognition nor his magic was enough, and the impact of the musket ball to his shoulder twisted him sideways and caused him to trip over the mermaid trying desperately to hide in his shadow. The air erupted with fire and lightning, but Mike saw neither as he lost his balance and plummeted over the edge of the cliff, tangled up with Leilani.

      Curse your sudden but inevitable betrayal, he thought to himself as pain flooded his body. His consciousness flickered as he used his good arm to unstopper Opal’s bottle, and then the whole world went dark.
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      The moment Captain Francois fired on Mike Radley, Ingrid’s adrenaline surged and time crawled to a halt. She could see the pain and shock written across Mike’s face as the impact of the musket ball caused him to spin and lose his balance, tumbling backward over the crouched mermaid behind him. Leilani tried to stop him from going over, but it was too late. Momentum pulled them both over the cliff’s edge, and the darkness took them.

      Ratu let out a primal scream, her skin rupturing to reveal scales beneath. Fire spiraled along her body as she raised clawed hands upward and summoned bursts of molten rock from the ground at Francois’s feet. The Captain’s smug look was replaced with surprise as he danced out of the way, suddenly very nimble compared to the man who had struggled to trudge up the mountain earlier that day. A golden sphere of light formed around him as he holstered his gun and pulled out a gem-encrusted buckler, keeping his sword raised.

      “It’ll take—” was all he managed to say before lightning split the sky.

      Now blind and deaf, Ingrid stumbled around the rocks, crying out in frustration. A warm hand took her by the wrist and pulled her forward. Not knowing whether she was about to be thrown to her death or pulled to safety, she decided to take a chance and followed.

      By the time her eyes had cleared, she realized they were running back into the forest. The trees had been blasted apart by the lightning into massive splinters that still glowed along the edges with heat, leaving them a path to follow. Ratu led Ingrid behind Quetzalli, who was walking forward, a massive streamer of electricity connecting her to the sky as lightning spiraled out from her body. Skeletons and Nightmarchers alike fled from her fury, disappearing into the trees. The ringing sound in Ingrid’s ears abated, allowing Ratu’s voice to finally penetrate.

      “If there’s anything left of him, leave him to me,” she declared. Balls of fire now hovered around them like tiny moons, incinerating anyone who came close.

      “You’ll have to fight me for it,” Quetzalli declared, her voice now far deeper than Ingrid had ever heard it. “I’ll tear him apart.”

      Ingrid held up her wand, keeping it pointed at the trees in case something came out. She only used it on one occasion, when a Nightmarcher tackled a skeleton into their path. With a burst of light, she dispersed the Nightmarcher, then destroyed the skeleton’s skull. The bones rattled on the ground for several moments, then finally went still. The action felt small compared to the sheer magic pouring off the women nearby, but she needed to contribute somehow.

      “Wait.” Ratu held up a hand for them to stop, then moved to the nearest tree. She held one of her fireballs nearby and scowled at a bloody handprint. “I think this is his.”

      Quetzalli swore in an unknown language, then blasted a nearby tree in frustration. A powerful electrical field built up in the area, and Ingrid crouched and touched her knees together, afraid she might be struck next.

      “I can follow him,” Ratu said as the field abated. “But we need to be quick. He has a head start on us.”

      Ingrid rose and looked back over her shoulder. As far as she could tell, they were only a hundred feet from the cliff. Quetzalli had summoned a blast of lightning that had launched Captain Francois at least this distance. She thought back to what Mike had said about the ultimate fate of the people waiting on his front lawn and shivered.

      “I should…probably go,” she said, her hands shaking as the adrenaline left her.

      “We won’t make you come with us,” Ratu told her, then turned serpentine eyes on the forest. “But this place is crawling with dead and spirit alike. I would prefer you at least remain with us until you have a better chance of survival.”

      “I…okay.” Seeing the wisdom in the decision, she limped behind the naga as they moved into the trees. Branches scratched at her exposed arms and legs, the sounds of the forest occasionally ruptured by a human scream. Wherever her team was, they were being slaughtered. The same fate likely awaited her if she went off on her own.

      In all her time with the Order, she had never been in the middle of such chaos. There had been a few large-scale operations where things had gotten messy, but never to the extent that she had been separated from her team. As for Wallace, the man had been a constant presence, but now he was simply gone. When the fight had first broken out, he had saved her by leading a trio of Nightmarchers away from the tent they shared. Ingrid had tried to follow, but between her twisted ankle and the sheer scope of how badly things had gotten, Wallace had vanished into the darkness with the spirits hot on his trail. Left behind to fend for herself, she had been surprised when Mike Radley of all people had come to her rescue.

      “Hold.” Ratu raised her hand and brought the group to a stop. She knelt and pressed her palm into the soil. “Our prey is no longer running.”

      “How do you know?” asked Ingrid.

      “His vibrations have stopped. Either he is holding his ground or he has taken to the trees. Wait a second.” She scrunched up her face. “There are others, all converging on his spot. We must use caution.”

      “It is they who should be wary of us.” Quetzalli’s hair billowed out behind her, and the air crackled with energy. Up above, thunder boomed and the forest shook.

      “What are you?” whispered Ingrid, then flinched when Quetzalli turned to face her with glowing eyes.

      “Extremely pissed off.” Quetzalli raised a hand to her forehead and fiddled with something Ingrid couldn’t see. A silver band appeared between her fingers, and she slid it away from her head to reveal a magnificent silver horn. At the tip of the horn, streamers of electricity danced along the twisted surface.

      “You think that’s wise?” asked Ratu.

      “I don’t want to break it when I vaporize the Captain,” Quetzalli replied, shoving the ring in a pocket. “Try not to breathe in after I do it. You might inhale what’s left of him.”

      “Holy shit,” Ingrid muttered under her breath.

      “Indeed,” Ratu added.

      They continued forward at a slower pace, pausing occasionally to listen to the forest. The Nightmarchers appeared rarely now but didn’t pay the trio any attention. Instead, they continued their hunt for the Captain. On occasion, a battle would erupt nearby between the spirits and the skeletons, but there was no sign of the living.

      The thick canopy of the forest opened to reveal the masts of a ship sitting in a watershed that was filled by a ten-foot-tall waterfall nearly fifty feet away. Nightmarchers lurked along the edge of the water, and skeletal remains had been scattered on the shore. On the deck of the ship, skeletons stood motionless, their eyeless sockets facing the marchers.

      Quetzalli swore in a language Ingrid wasn’t familiar with, and thunder rumbled overhead. “I can’t hit him on that boat,” she said, then crouched by a tree.

      “Hmm.” Ratu joined her, then waved for Ingrid to come closer. The mage limped up and knelt between them. “Our prey has summoned his ship in the middle of the forest. The marchers seem very upset by his presence.”

      “They hate him,” Quetzalli added, her eyes sparkling.

      “How do you know that?” asked Ingrid.

      Quetzalli shrugged. “I am uncertain, but I know this like I know my own heart.”

      Ratu cleared her throat. “Academically speaking, there is ample evidence to suggest a fairly large connection between the spiritual realm and the electromagnetic spectrum. It isn’t a stretch to believe this may connect you with them.” She summoned a ball of fire in her hands and cast it into the woods behind them. “Let’s try a test of our own.”

      Puzzled as to why the naga had done that, Ingrid turned her attention back toward the ship just as Ratu’s fireball emerged from a different part of the woods and smashed into the side of the ship. Before anything could burn, the water swirled up like a massive tongue and licked the flames away. The skeletons on guard lifted a variety of ranged weapons from spears to guns, and opened fire on where the fireball had come from.

      All three of them crouched behind the trees and waited for the gunfire to cease. Ratu looked at Quetzalli first, then Ingrid.

      “I did not expect guns,” she said with a frown. “Some sort of magical shield, but modern weaponry?”

      Ingrid almost laughed. “Yeah, well, we should have. The man has an actual skeleton crew. Why not give them guns? They wouldn’t be effective on the spirits, but they work perfectly fine on the living.”

      There was a long moment of silence, and Ingrid realized what she had just said. Quetzalli looked like she was going to burst into tears.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered, remembering Mike had been shot in front of them.

      “We can’t dwell on that now, we have to—damn.” Ratu was looking at the ship. “I think we missed our opportunity.”

      Ingrid moved to see what was happening. The ship’s sails had unfurled, allowing the craft to move toward a collection of rocks where the water poured over the edge. The hull seemed to melt around the massive stones that formed the retention wall, and then the ship dropped far enough that only the top of the mast was visible.

      Around them, the forest whispered in hushed voices as the Nightmarchers moved to keep up.

      “Is he really going to sail that thing out to sea that way?” Ingrid looked at Ratu.

      “It changes shape. As long as the river is wider than a canoe, then why not?” The naga let out a frustrated sigh.

      “Shh.” Quetzalli held a finger to her lips and cocked her head. “We need to get away from here.”

      “Why?” demanded Ingrid.

      “The spirits are frustrated they can’t reach him,” the silver-haired woman explained as she stood. As if on cue, somebody screamed in the distance. “So they turn their hunt toward those they can get.”

      “So you aren’t going to chase him?” Ingrid asked.

      “No.” Ratu looked at Francois’s ship, then up at the sky. “Without knowing more about his ship, we are just putting ourselves in danger. We should seek shelter from the spirits until we can plot our next move.”

      “Maybe we should go after Mike, then?” The dazzling lights around Quetzalli’s horn faded from sight. “I was hoping we could take Francois down quickly, but this became complicated.”

      Ratu nodded. “I am sure he requires our assistance. It will take us time to find him.”

      If he survived, Ingrid added mentally. She knew better than to voice the thought out loud. Nothing short of a miracle would have saved the man. Not only were they well over a hundred feet up over the valley, but the rocks and trees below ensured that the landing would be anything but gentle.

      “Let’s stop by the camp first and get our supplies. We will have need of them.” Ratu looked at Ingrid. “We will look for your people as well along the way.”

      “I…appreciate that.” Taken aback, Ingrid followed.

      The sky rumbled, but instead of lightning, it was just rain. The women moved back to the camp, but it was devoid of life. Bones were everywhere, revealing the skeletons had already come through and suffered losses. Ratu kept watch while Quetzalli went through their gear and repacked it, combining the important contents of Mike’s bag with their own. Ingrid was allowed to collect her own belongings, but it was clear someone had already gone through them and taken anything magical. Silently hoping it had been Wallace, she packed up some extra food, and the group headed for the cliff.

      Along the way, they were attacked twice by the Nightmarchers, but Ratu and Ingrid were able to easily shake them off with their magic. Ingrid’s abilities were limited to the power of the wands she carried, but the naga’s supply of magic seemed inexhaustible. If Ratu had been awake when the attack first began, maybe the Order would have mounted a better defense and held the line. Ingrid’s ankle throbbed in agony, which broke her trail of thought. She forced herself forward through the pain to keep up with Ratu and Quetzalli.

      Once at their destination, Ingrid and Quetzalli kept watch while Ratu knelt at the edge of the cliff and sent a glowing ball of light down the side. Several minutes passed, and the drumbeats of the marchers grew louder as they closed in on their location.

      “They’re getting closer,” Quetzalli noted, her eyes narrowed at the winding path they had taken to climb the cliff.

      Ingrid nodded, her heart pounding in rhythm with the drums. The occasional human screams had come to a halt, meaning her team had escaped or been killed. She was too numb to process the latter thought and focused her energy on watching the forest.

      “He’s not down there,” Ratu said from the side, standing up as she tucked the glowing light inside her robes. For just a moment, Ingrid thought it looked like an insect. “Or rather, his body isn’t.”

      “Leilani?” asked Ingrid.

      “She is missing as well. Whatever happened, at least one of them survived to carry the other away.” Ratu let out a deep breath and put a hand to her chest. “But it is too dangerous to investigate further. For now, we can only hope.”

      Shadows flitted around the cliffs as Nightmarchers appeared. Quetzalli sent out several bursts of lightning from her fingers, which scattered the hunters.

      “More of them are coming,” she announced, creating a sphere of lightning between her hands and then casting it down the mountain. As the glowing sphere shot down between the trees, the Nightmarchers were briefly illuminated, revealing dozens of them.

      “This way.” Ratu led them farther up the mountain, then looked over the side. “It doesn’t seem like it, but there is a way down from here.”

      “I’ll take your word for it,” Ingrid replied, the glow from her wand faltering. She had used most of its magic in the initial attack, and the other wand would have to recharge before she could use it.

      The naga led them onto a sharp outcropping as the Nightmarchers emerged at the peak. More spirits appeared in the forest, blocking off their escape. Ratu crouched near the edge and tapped the stone beneath their feet. A crack appeared, and for a moment, Ingrid thought they would all slide down the mountain atop the massive slab. Instead, the rock beneath them shifted slightly to reveal an extremely narrow path below.

      “I’ll go first,” Ratu said as she slid into the crevasse. Ingrid went next, tucking her wand away and looking back long enough to see Quetzalli face the spirits defiantly. Then Ingrid was shrouded in darkness for several seconds as she slid along her stomach and down onto the ridge below the cliffs. They were hidden by foliage that dangled down from above, and the only source of illumination was the starry sky seen through gaps in the clouds.

      “Wait here,” Ratu whispered, guiding Ingrid’s hand to a pair of roots. The naga shifted past her, and then Quetzalli joined them. When Ingrid bumped into the silver-haired woman, she received a nasty shock and almost screamed.

      “Sorry,” Quetzalli whispered. Up above, the rock shifted again, and then Ratu moved past them.

      “I’ve sealed the exit,” Ratu told them quietly. “We should be able to lose them if we’re careful. This spot is not easily reached from above.”

      “Where are we going?” asked Ingrid, suddenly aware of how wet her hands were.

      “There’s a refuge we can take down below,” Ratu replied. “The mountain told me about it.”

      “Of course it did,” Ingrid replied. “She talks to ghosts, you talk to rocks. I’m just here as your token human.”

      “You don’t have to come,” Ratu reminded her as she moved down the path.

      “Of course I’m coming,” Ingrid said, her teeth gritted in frustration. “I’m relying very heavily on sarcasm to maintain my sanity.”

      Ratu looked back at her and nodded. “As long as you keep your sarcasm quiet, this is acceptable.”

      The narrow path was really just a rocky ledge no more than two feet wide in places that descended at an angle into the valley below. The heavy rain made the surface slick in places, but Ratu made sure to summon handholds for them to use. Up above, the drumbeats of the Nightmarchers faded, but Ingrid knew better. Already, she could see torchlight twinkling in the valley below. It was an ancestral army, likely the biggest one in recorded history. The spirits of the island had gone to war, and she had been caught in the middle.

      A chill had settled in the air, causing Ingrid to shiver. Ratu’s movements had slowed dramatically, likely a result of the temperature, but Quetzalli didn’t seem bothered by it. They were about twenty feet above the forest canopy when the naga let out a sigh of relief and vanished.

      “Wait, what?” Ingrid fumbled around for the next handhold when her wrist was grabbed. She tried to pull away at first but then allowed herself to be guided into a gap in the stone. In the dark, she waited patiently as Ratu repeated the process with Quetzalli.

      “Where are we?” she asked once they were inside the cave.

      “An old lava vent,” Ratu said. “Let’s go a bit deeper, and then we can light a fire. I’m freezing.”

      The naga guided them into the darkness, sending her magic ahead in the form of several flaming orbs, which illuminated the back wall of the cave. It was clear that the lava vent had long ago caved in, but this small tunnel still remained below. A thin stream of water ran down the middle and disappeared through cracks in the floor.

      The ceiling glistened with moisture as the fiery orbs coalesced into a small ball of fire in the middle of the room. Nearby, Ratu huddled over it, her skin so pale it was ghastly.

      “If I lose consciousness, the fire goes out and we’ll freeze,” she explained as she shrugged out of her wet clothes. “You may want to find something we can burn in case I fall asleep.”

      Nodding her understanding, Ingrid rummaged through her bag for a couple of fire starters, then grabbed a small hatchet and moved along the edge of the cave. Roots dangled from above, which she cut free and set near Ratu’s fire to dry. Quetzalli had stripped down naked as well and was busy clearing a spot for the blankets they had taken from their campsite.

      Once Ingrid had gathered sufficient material for burning, she moved next to the others and knelt by the fire, holding her hands out to gather its warmth. Nearby, Ratu’s and Quetzalli’s clothes were drying on a rock. Seeing the wisdom in this decision, she removed her clothing as well but immediately changed into something dry from her bag.

      “So what’s the plan?” she asked, keeping her voice low.

      “We wait until morning.” Ratu yawned. “Then we begin our search for Mike anew. The Nightmarchers should be gone by then, but we should plan for their return tomorrow night. Until we learn what has lured them out, we must assume it is related to our presence here.”

      “And you have a way to find Mike?”

      Ratu exchanged an odd look with Quetzalli, then nodded. “I suppose there’s no reason to keep this a secret anymore.”

      “I agree.” Quetzalli clapped her hands twice, and a pair of lights emerged from beneath the blankets. One was green and the other blue. The lights flew over and landed on Quetzalli’s leg, then transformed into a pair of insects.

      No, that wasn’t quite correct. On further inspection, they were women with insect-like features. Leaning in for a closer look, Ingrid realized she was staring at a couple of fairies.

      “You have got to be kidding me,” she muttered. “How are you going to get fairies to help out? They’re notoriously unrelia—ow!” The blue fairy had picked up a small rock and thrown it, hitting Ingrid just below the eye.

      “Mike has one with him,” Ratu explained as she snatched up the blue fairy. “And they are quite good at finding each other if they ever want to be fed again.”

      The green fairy let out a nervous laugh as her sister squeezed out from between Ratu’s fingers and nodded her assent. Both fairies moved closer to the flames, and Ratu tossed some of the dried roots in, which started burning after a couple of minutes. The naga yawned and slumped in place, her eyes narrowing to slits as sleep came for her.

      “I can keep watch,” Ingrid volunteered. “I’m not tired.”

      “Good,” replied Ratu, her words slurring. Quetzalli didn’t respond. Instead, she wrapped herself up in the nearest blanket and curled into a ball.

      A little surprised at the willingness of the others to trust her, Ingrid moved toward the opening of the vent, which was lit dimly from the fire. Moving on her hands and knees, she settled into a comfortable position with a view of the valley, or what she could see of it. There were dozens of flickering lights now, maybe even hundreds. The Nightmarchers were certainly being thorough.

      Leaning her head against the cold, damp stone of the earth, she allowed herself to process the events of the day. Was Wallace okay? Had anybody else survived? Why had Francois shot Mike? Why were the marchers out in such force?

      As she stared out into the darkness, wand held casually in her palm, it was easy for her mind to drift back to another cave on a different island. She was eleven, and her family had taken a vacation to Greece.

      “Dad?” Ingrid lowered her disposable camera away from the plane’s window. “Are we going to land on any of the islands?”

      Her father laughed and rubbed her head. “Most of the islands here don’t have airstrips, pumpkin. But this is a fun way to see them all, right?”

      “Uh-huh.” Ingrid took a picture of her father, then cranked the wheel on her camera. “Why are they called the Cyclades?”

      “Because they form a circle.” Her mother sat in the row across from them, her face pressed against the glass. She turned to look at Ingrid, her eyes sparkling with excitement. “In Greek mythology, they used to be nymphs.”

      “What’s a nymph?”

      “A water spirit. They angered the god Poseidon, who turned them into islands.” Her mom smiled. “I guess it was nice of them to make a neat little circle.”

      “Dad, who is Poseidon?”

      “God of the sea,” he replied.

      “And he’s real?”

      “Ugh, no.” This came from the seat in front of her. Her older brother was ignoring the scenery out his window, focusing entirely on the handheld gaming system in his hands. “Poseidon isn’t real. He’s just like Santa.”

      “If he’s not real, then how did these islands get here, dummy?” Ingrid stuck her tongue out at Ricky.

      “Kids, enough.” Her father patted her knee. “It doesn’t matter how the islands got here, only that we get a chance to enjoy them for their beauty. The world is full of magic for anybody willing to see it.”

      “Huh.” Ingrid raised her camera to take another picture but noticed a large shadow had appeared over the wing. “That’s a really big bird.”

      Her father looked past her out the window. “That shouldn’t be⁠—”

      She never heard his next words as a screeching noise filled the cabin of the Twin Otter airplane, followed by a loud pop like from opening a shaken can of soda. Winged creatures latched onto the plane, things that were all scales and fangs as they started stripping chunks off the fuselage. The plane tilted dangerously to one side, and a scream came from the cockpit as it was filled with fire that streaked down the aisle and scorched Ingrid’s parents. Her father wrapped his arms around her, protecting her from the worst of the flames.

      Ingrid shifted against the cold stone of the cave, her eyes tracking the torches in the valley below. Even she shied away from the vivid memory of her own father burning alive as he had used his body to shield her. The cold damp of the cave called to her, and she slipped into her memories once again.

      The plane would have crashed nose down if not for the drakes frantically clawing at it, attempting to carry it back to the nest. Everyone screamed when it skipped across the ocean surface before slamming into the sand, and Ingrid found herself hanging upside down, her hands dangling.

      Her mother moaned in the seat up ahead. Her father had gone still, the light in his kind eyes burned away by the anguished expression on his dead face.

      The drakes landed nearby, leaving clawed prints in the sand as they peered in the aircraft’s broken windows. A smaller one shoved its face through Ingrid’s window, causing her to scream in panic. This immediately mobilized the drakes, which flooded through the busted cockpit and began dragging off bodies. Ingrid undid her seatbelt and watched in horror as both her mother and brother were dragged out of their seats.

      The only reason she was able to escape was her small size. Crawling on her belly, she was able to squirm past spilled luggage and another passenger who had managed to fall free of their seat. Toward the tail of the plane, the hull had split, allowing her to squeeze free before the monstrous lizards could reach her. The shrieks of terror from the cabin were rapidly replaced by the sounds of happy drakes tearing apart their meals.

      As she ran, she was knocked down from behind by the claws of a drake that had been circling overhead. Her hand chanced upon a ragged piece of wreckage, and she sliced open her own palm as she grabbed it. Picking it up, she swung it at the beast behind her. Though she didn’t hurt the creature, the attack startled it enough that she was able to run another thirty feet or so to a nearby cluster of rocks on the edge of the beach. The opening was just big enough for her and her newfound weapon to squeeze through. The drake that had chased her on foot squawked in indignation as it shoved its head through the opening and missed its meal by less than a foot.

      It was there that she maintained vigil for the next four days. She watched in silence as the drakes carried off the remains of her family, shivering when the tide came in and covered her ankles. To stay alive, she licked moisture from the walls and slashed at the drakes whenever they shoved their heads into her sanctuary. She got lucky a couple of times and managed to slash them in the eyes, which discouraged them from further activity. It was there that she learned to hate the magical world, fueled by her desire to survive. She was little more than prey, watching silently from inside her cave with grim determination.

      That sense of “hunt or be hunted” had never really left her. Perched up in her hiding spot in the cliffs, she vowed to survive this too. Behind her in the cave, she could hear the occasional shifting of its occupants. With Wallace absent, she felt vulnerable, but having Ratu and Quetzalli by her side gave her comfort. Though she had reasons to doubt their intentions, they had done nothing to earn her distrust. Whatever happened next, she wouldn’t have to face it on her own.

      Long hours passed in her drowsy state. Sometimes she would blink for only a moment and discover the torches had changed position entirely. The steady beats of the Nightmarchers ebbed and flowed like the tide, and she stared out at them until they became tiny motes of light that floated on an inky canvas. They gathered together in the darkness, creating a face that looked like her father’s in his final moments.

      Ingrid’s eyes snapped open, and she blinked rapidly, visions of the past fading like smoke caught in a breeze. Down below, long shadows had appeared between the trees as the first light of day kissed the mountainside. There was no sign of the Nightmarchers.

      “You’re awake.”

      Startled, Ingrid looked to the other side of the opening to see Ratu dressed and sipping from a teacup. When Ingrid tried to sit up, she realized she was beneath a blanket.

      “Oh, fuck me, I fell asleep on watch.” Ashamed, she pushed away the blankets.

      “Hardly.” The naga grinned. “When I came to take your place, you tried to argue with me that you didn’t need sleep. Your body told me otherwise, so I simply waited for you to lose consciousness and covered you up.”

      Ingrid winced. That hadn’t been very professional of her. “Why not move me to the fire?”

      Ratu shrugged. “You seemed happier out here, though I can’t explain why.” She stuck a hand into her sleeve and pulled out an additional teacup. “Would you like some?”

      “Please.” Ingrid leaned forward to accept the cup from Ratu. The naga picked up a kettle resting on a stone nearby and poured it into the cup. The two of them sat in silence for several minutes, drinking their tea. Eventually, Ratu shook her sleeves, and a blue creature tumbled free.

      “Cerulea.” Ratu pinched the fairy’s wings and lifted her so they were at eye level. “Time to get to work.”

      The fairy dangled there for a few seconds before yawning, then shook herself free of the naga’s fingers. She dropped toward the ground but stopped in midair, her wings fluttering.

      “Go,” Ratu commanded. “Find Mike.”

      Cerulea did a pirouette and then saluted Ratu before turning into a ball of light and shooting out of the lava vent’s mouth like a bottle rocket. Ingrid watched the fairy vanish into the woods below.

      “You really think she will find him?”

      Ratu nodded. “She’ll find her sister,” she replied. “And then report back.”

      “So what do we do until then?”

      The naga sipped at her tea and then gazed down into the valley. She let out a sigh and relaxed against the stone wall behind her.

      “Enjoy the sunrise,” she replied. “Because you never know if it will be your last.”

      Though the words were ominous, Ingrid couldn’t help but agree.

      ---

      Mike hovered in the void, pain and light shifting back and forth behind his eyes as he wavered on the edge of consciousness. It was a strange place between awake and the Dreamscape where time had no meaning, but he couldn’t quite enter either world. Memories fluttered like butterflies, slowly assembling into a picture of what had occurred.

      The dull throbbing in his shoulder started beating in time with his heart, sending ripples through his entire body. With each thud, his mind coalesced, allowing him proper conscious thoughts once more. He had been shot; that much he remembered. Then he’d fallen? His last thoughts had been for Opal’s safety. He didn’t want her vessel getting lost or falling into the wrong hands, so had tried to set her free in those final moments.

      Opal. Ratu. Quetzalli. They were likely lost on the mountain, probably being chased by Nightmarchers and skeletons. These thoughts shook him fully awake, and he opened his eyes to reveal only darkness and panicked, realizing the void itself had followed him. His body was numb, and all he could hear was a dull roar. After all his near misses, death had finally caught up to him.

      Sadness and anger flooded him at the realization that he had let everybody down. Even worse, his children were now without a father, and they would experience the pain of losing a parent early just as he had. Tormented by this realization, he cried out in agony.

      Upon him opening his mouth, water flooded in. The void latched back onto him, pressing against his lips. Startled, he coughed as the liquid was sucked from his mouth, realizing the void also had a tongue. He was being held in place. Puzzled, he went still to assess his surroundings. Up above, flickering lights came into view and then vanished. Their light wasn’t enough to pierce the darkness around them, but it did illuminate the scales along Leilani’s neck and shoulders as the mermaid held him close.

      “Mmph?” he asked, realizing it was her mouth pressed against his. She dropped her hand along his arm until she found his hand, then gave it a squeeze.

      “Mmph,” she replied, then blew a puff of air from her gills into him before breaking away and shifting back. He could barely make out her face beneath the water, but she pointed upward and then held out a fist. When it was clear he didn’t understand, she grunted and spoke to him through the water in a whisper.

      “We’re being hunted,” she said. “I’m giving you air so we can stay safe down here.”

      He looked up again and studied the twisted lights. It took a few seconds for him to realize they were the spectral torches carried by the Nightmarchers. Somehow they had survived their fall and were taking refuge in a body of water.

      Shivering, he rubbed at his arms, and Leilani came back to him. She held him close and pressed her lips to his once more, breathing air into his lungs as she rubbed his arms and back. By accident, she bumped the spot where he’d been shot, and he moaned in pain.

      Realizing he might be bleeding out underwater, he tried to explore the wound with his fingers. Leilani didn’t move to stop him, and he was more than a little surprised when he discovered that the injury had been packed with some kind of material. It hurt to touch it, so he decided to leave it alone.

      How long had they been down here? He shivered again, and Leilani pressed her body against his. If they stayed down here too long, he would end up suffering from hypothermia.

      The mermaid seemed to understand this and slid her hands beneath his shirt. The water warmed around her hands, causing him to remember she could use magic. Him opening up his soul sight allowed Leilani to appear before him in an ethereal form. He broke away from her lips and looked down at her hands. Her magic swirled around his torso, heating the water to warm him up.

      As Leilani tried to warm him, he dug through his clothes for Opal’s vessel. Realizing it was gone, he also felt around for Daisy. Could the fairies even breathe underwater? He was certain she would have left long before drowning. Leilani watched him do this, then got his attention by holding up two fingers.

      He nodded, and she followed up by pointing to the surface and then flashing him the OK sign. Relieved that they were safe, he allowed himself to relax. It was likely going to be a while.

      Leilani pressed her mouth to his and breathed more air into his lungs. Up above, the torches brightened as more Nightmarchers arrived. Mike wasn’t sure if they just couldn’t come in the water or if they didn’t know he and Leilani were there. Either way, they weren’t currently fighting for their lives, so that was always a plus. The roaring sound was a nearby waterfall, but he assumed it must be too small to hide behind. It was enough to cast ripples along the surface, which was why the lights were constantly wavering.

      The throbbing in his shoulder diminished, which he attributed to the coldness of the water. Leilani pressed herself against him, and he noticed her hands were starting to linger in certain places. Her hands explored his chest, and sometimes his biceps, as she tried to keep him warm. Though it wasn’t an ideal situation by any means, his cock somehow managed to direct enough blood flow away from his body to make a valiant effort at rising to the challenge.

      You’re not helping things, he thought at his penis. It flexed involuntarily, reminding him of a shrug.

      Being able to see Leilani’s soul, he could tell that touching him was having an effect on her. The next time her hand lingered on his chest, a pink light briefly filtered through her spirit, and he recognized it immediately as arousal.

      His cock twitched again, reminding him he was alive. This caused his magic to awaken, and suddenly it was now a two-against-one battle of wills. On the one hand, he was currently submerged in cold water while hiding from vengeful spirits that would probably tear him apart given half the chance. His brain told him this was a very bad thing.

      On the other hand, he was currently lip-locked with a horny mermaid. His body and magic were both of the opinion that this was a very good thing.

      The next time Leilani’s hand lingered, he put his own over it. He actually felt her breath hitch in response, and he darted his tongue into her mouth.

      “Mmh?” she asked, her thumb rubbing the edge of his nipple.

      “Mm-hmm,” he replied, then moved his hand off hers and onto her chest. Her breasts were buoyant beneath the water, which allowed him to easily slip them free of their confines. Her nipples were already hard, and he mimicked her actions.

      Leilani actually let out a full-throated chuckle as she explored his body more thoroughly with her hands, becoming aggressive. She undid the button of his shorts and slid her hand down his back and onto his butt. Her hands were warm against his skin, sending tingles of pleasure up his spine. Instead of simply breathing back and forth, they kissed with their tongues sliding over each other in a seductive dance that soon had Mike even harder.

      Though he was disappointed he couldn’t appreciate the mermaid visually, he was given ample time to explore her assets with his hands. She made girlish little moans in his mouth while he played with her breasts, so he decided to take a small risk and broke off their kiss, then lifted her body so he could suck on her nipples.

      He was delighted to hear the tiny gasps of joy from her as she fought to keep her voice down. This only served to heighten his excitement, and he continued to feast on her breasts as he slid his hands along her waist and toward what would have been her butt.

      Leilani was obviously more responsible than he was, because she forced him to come up for air. Once their lips met, she dropped her hand to his cock and stroked it, sending waves of heat into his body. He moaned for her, causing the mermaid to shiver in delight.

      As he moved his hands to the front of her body, it occurred to him he actually had no idea where her vagina might be. He aimed for the general vicinity and moved his palm across her smooth scales. Leilani caught on pretty quick and guided his fingers to a thin seam he would have otherwise missed. Unsure how to best proceed, he massaged the area with his fingertips, eliciting a sigh from Leilani.

      The seam in her scales softened, allowing his fingers access. There was a bulbous nub inside that was clearly the mermaid version of a clitoris with a tight vaginal canal beneath. Though he couldn’t see what he was doing, his magic guided him. With his thumb, he was able to hold the seam open and rub her clit at the same time, all while he teased her with his middle finger.

      Leilani’s lower body spasmed, and they sank deeper into the lake. He broke their kiss to equalize the pressure in his ears, then watched in awe as Leilani lowered herself to take his cock into her mouth. Delighted at how warm her mouth was, he did his best to ignore the memory of just how sharp her teeth were.

      The seconds ticked away as they floated in darkness, with Leilani fellating him underwater. He tried to enjoy it, but the lack of air to breathe soon became a distraction. As if realizing this, Leilani came back up to kiss him some more, her mouth slightly bitter with the flavor of his own precum.

      “Mmph,” she squealed as she positioned herself, using a hand to hold his cock in place while running that seam along it. The scaly folds parted almost immediately, allowing his cock to slide inside her. It only made it an inch or so before she grunted and had to stop. He passed the time by playing with her clit some more while it was still exposed. This served to drive her nuts as she thrashed around in the water, occasionally breaking contact with his mouth and causing bubbles to stream to the surface.

      It was a little awkward, but he was able to wrap his legs around her hips and pin himself in place. He didn’t so much thrust himself into her as he pulled her whole body down, creating a weird sort of underwater dance that allowed him to gradually sink deeper into her core. Though he seemed to bottom out early on, Leilani encouraged this behavior despite her initial tightness. Eventually, the soft tissue inside her vagina would shift dramatically, allowing himself to slide in even farther.

      As he thought back to the slender, prehensile cocks of the mermen, the inner anatomy of mermaid pussy made slightly more sense as he continued on his quest to drive himself ever deeper. After several minutes, Leilani tapped him frantically on the shoulder and moved her head to speak.

      “No farther,” she whispered in his ear. “I don’t go any deeper.”

      Surprised, Mike used his hand to feel the base of his cock. He easily had at least an inch left outside. He made a noise that sounded like a question, then pulled out a bit and gave her a little thrust.

      “Oh yes, please,” she moaned in his ear. He repeated the action, driving a gasp from her body. Pleased with himself, he continued to fuck her under the water until he remembered he needed air. He made another noise and pointed at his mouth.

      “Right, sorry.” Leilani breathed some air into his lungs, then moved her lips to his ear once more. “Fuck me like one of your land girls,” she muttered before locking lips with him again.

      Seeing this as a royal command, Mike did his best to obey. The water resisted his movements, but it was apparently more than adequate for the mermaid. She started humming her pleasure into his mouth, occasionally stopping to kiss him properly. Unable to see or even properly breathe, Mike realized he was completely at her mercy.

      The thought turned him on even more. His magic flowed through Leilani, taking her measure, and he became rough with her in response. She crooned in delight as he squeezed her ass, then moved his hands to her breasts. The mermaid’s magic caused the water to swirl around them in a vortex that held them in place.

      Leilani pulled her head away and arched her back, pressing her breasts into Mike’s face as she opened her mouth in a silent scream. Her vaginal walls clamped down on him and undulated, as if attempting to milk his cock. The rapid squeezing had the appropriate effect, but the princess squeezed so hard that his cock popped free just as he came. His magic almost felt disappointed that he had blown his load in the water, and he watched in amazement as his shimmering spooge crackled like a bioluminescent jellyfish as it hovered up between them.

      “Oh darn,” muttered Leilani as she opened her mouth and attempted to suck some of his jizz into her mouth. Muttering something about watered down semen, she gave up and nuzzled into him instead, nibbling playfully at his lip until he kissed her again. She let out a coo of delight but seemed satisfied to just float there with him and wait for the light of day up above.

      Mike felt his magic disperse and return to its slumber. The sex had been fun but relatively anticlimactic. Not everyone could be a magical nymph in a bathtub.

      Leilani broke their kiss again and moved her mouth to his ear. “I’ll have more room for you when I’m in human form,” she whispered. “I’m not letting that cock of yours out of my sight.”

      He made a grunt of approval, which caused some bubbles to come out of his nose. Leilani resumed her task of keeping him alive by breathing for him, her arms sliding over his body some more to keep him warm.

      Losing track of time, he fell into a bit of a meditative trance, focusing his energy on staying conscious. On occasion, he felt a pulse of magic in his shoulder, but was uncertain what it could be doing. Leilani teased him on a couple occasions but, other than touching his cock a few times, never took it any further.

      Up above, the golden glow of sunrise chased away the shadows, revealing that they swam in a pool that was maybe thirty feet deep. Down below, Mike’s shorts rested on a rock, and a few tiny fish swam along the edges of the pool. Certain the Nightmarchers had officially moved on, Mike looked to Leilani and pointed up.

      Leilani bit her lip and looked down at his semiflaccid cock. A tiny tendril of semen clung to it like seaweed, and she collected it with her thumb and stuck it in her mouth. Licking her lips, she nodded, then pointed up.

      Mike surfaced slowly, fighting the urge to wipe the water from his eyes. A scan of the shore revealed that nobody was nearby, so he swam over to the closest rock and pulled himself onto it. The moment he was out of the water, his muscles failed him and he went limp.

      “Okay, yeah, I should have expected that.” Hours of treading water topped by fucking a mermaid was not something the human body had been designed for. Behind him, Leilani surfaced and swam over. She tossed his shorts onto a nearby rock, then slid along his backside and rested her head between his shoulder blades.

      “I have no words,” she muttered, nuzzling against him. Her breasts pressed into his lower back, giving him an idea for a new kind of massage. “I don’t think amazing even comes close to describing it.”

      He smiled at the compliment. “I’m built differently than other humans,” he explained. “Just in case you think that’s something a regular guy could do.”

      “Oh, I know it isn’t. You’re the legendary Caretaker, after all. In this moment, I can’t tell you how pleased I am that you’re a man.” She moved off his back so she could lie next to him, gazing into his eyes with adoration. “If I tell you something, you have to swear to secrecy.”

      “It depends on the secret, honestly.”

      Leilani considered him for a moment, then moved in close and dropped her voice to a whisper. “It is considered a blessing to have the ability to form legs,” she explained. “The people of my culture will give you many reasons why, but there’s an unspoken reason.”

      “Which is?”

      “It lets us hook up with human men.” Leilani grinned. “And women too, though there’s no shortage of those under the sea.”

      “I’ve heard they’re better down where it’s wetter.”

      “Of course they’re wetter, they’re underwater.”

      “Oh.” Well, not all his dumb jokes could land. “So you sneak onto the shore a lot?”

      The princess frowned. “I have, but never for a sexual interlude, honestly. Since I’m part of the royal court, I am watched more closely. We have a whole cautionary tale about royalty falling for landwalkers. It never works out.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “But I have lived vicariously through my handmaidens.” Leilani grinned, revealing those shark teeth of hers as she moved closer to him. “Maybe even perhaps had them reenact their escapades with me. My only regret right now is that I have never fucked a man outside the water.”

      His cock twitched in response, but Mike knew better than to indulge his curiosity right now.

      “I have a question,” he replied, hoping to change the subject. “What did Wallace do that has your entire kingdom so angry with him?”

      “Oh. That.” Just like that, the arousal in her voice diminished. “I would prefer not to talk about it.”

      “That bad, huh?” Mike grunted as he pulled himself up into a sitting position. “Did he make a pass at your mother?”

      Leilani laughed. “Oh, that would be too rich. No, my mother is quite the…um…” She made a face. “I’m trying to remember the human word for it. Sleuth? Sloth?”

      “Slut?”

      “Yeah!” Leilani belly laughed, then rolled onto her back. “She’s so horny that she’d suck a barnacle off a rock if she thought it would return the favor.”

      “Now that’s an image,” Mike replied with a laugh as he took off his shirt and tried to squeeze the water from his shorts.

      “Let me help with that,” Leilani offered. With a wave of her hand, water bubbled up out of his clothes and moved back into the pool. “I’ll tell you what he did if you promise to never bring it up again. It’s repulsive.”

      As if she feared the merfolk ancestors themselves would suddenly rise from the grave and hear her, she whispered it in his ear. The moment after the forbidden knowledge entered his mind, he burst into laughter. Leilani scowled and crossed her arms, but Mike waved his hands at her apologetically.

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m only laughing because I thought maybe he said or did something culturally offensive. I didn’t expect something that disgusting is all. Wow.”

      Her features softened. “You said you wouldn’t talk about it.”

      “And I won’t, I promise.” He slapped his cheeks in an attempt to knock the grin off his face. “I just need a moment to let it sink in.”

      “Okay.” She scooted onto the shore and wiggled her tail. Light shimmered along her scales as it split apart and transformed into a pair of thighs that immediately had Mike’s attention. “As long as you aren’t making fun of me, I think that’s fine.”

      “I’m not, I promise.” He patted her on the knee and let his hand linger a moment. “In fact, I’ll make it up to you sometime. Maybe help you with that ‘on land’ fantasy of yours.”

      Leilani’s cheeks darkened, her eyes suddenly full of hope and determination. “I warn you that I’ll take it personally if you don’t.”

      “Then let’s figure out where to go from here, shall we?” He stood up to put on his clothes but crouched back down when he heard movement among the trees. Holding a finger to his lips for silence, he summoned a lightning spider in the palm of his hand and got ready to toss it out.

      A short figure pressed forward through the leaves, and Mike closed his hand, dispersing his magic. Opal approached in human form, her head cocked to one side as she dragged Leilani’s bent trident behind her. While her facial features were identical to Beth’s, she actually stood about six inches shorter now, and her hair was largely a blob that dangled over her shoulders. Circling over the slime girl’s head like a halo was Daisy.

      “I’m so glad to see you two!” He moved forward and carefully hugged Opal. If he squeezed too hard, she would end up sticking to him. Even so, tendrils of slime clung to his arms. “I was worried you might have been hurt in the fall.”

      Opal, unable to speak, started signing. “I tried to catch you by grabbing onto the trees, but you were too heavy and I fell apart,” she explained. “Couldn’t pull myself together fast enough to come after you. We hid from the spirits.”

      “Sorry I broke you apart. I didn’t mean to worry you.”

      “I was more worried about your shoulder. I plugged it up for you.” For emphasis, Opal poked him near his injury. Remembering the wound, he inspected it in the light of day. The edges of the wound were ragged, and new flesh was already forming. However, there was a pale-blue plug where it hadn’t quite mended yet. When he probed the wound, it no longer ached as it had.

      “Are you the reason this healed so fast?” he asked.

      “No,” she signed, then held out a small ball. “But I did pull this out.”

      “What is she saying?” asked Leilani.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. Princess Leilani, this is Opal and Daisy.” He held out a finger for Daisy to land on, then showed her to Leilani. The little fairy bowed. “Neither can speak out loud, but they can hear you just fine. She was telling me she caught us on the way down.”

      “Oh, that makes so much more sense!” Leilani stepped toward them, understanding in her eyes. “Before we hit the ground, all these tentacles burst out of your chest and grabbed onto the trees. They slowed us down some, but then they snapped, and we still fell about fifteen feet. Once I realized we had both survived, I dragged you to safety before the Nightmarchers could find us.” The mermaid gazed up at the distant cliff, then back at Mike. “Where did they come from?”

      “I had them hidden on me,” he explained. “As a safety precaution.”

      “Interesting. You kept these two inside your body, then? Is there anyone else in there?” She moved close and lifted his shirt, but he swatted her hand away playfully.

      “They were in my clothes, not me. And it was just these two,” he said with a laugh, then looked at Opal. “Are you guys okay?”

      Opal and Daisy both nodded, but this time, the fairy started signing.

      “Have been waiting nearby to rescue you. Spirits are very angry.”

      “I didn’t need rescuing this time, but I appreciate it. Have you seen the others?”

      Opal shook her head. Daisy pointed toward the mountain and signed the word for “sister.”

      “So they’re nearby?” he asked.

      Daisy took off and flew straight up in the air. After a few moments, a little blue light appeared, followed by a couple of birds who were trying to snap Cerulea out of the air. Both fairies descended but not before Daisy slapped one of the birds hard enough that it left behind a small cloud of feathers before flying away.

      “There you are!” Cerulea dropped like a stone into his hands.

      “What is that?” asked Leilani with wide eyes.

      “Daisy’s sister.” He held Cerulea up to his eyes. “Where are the others?”

      “Holed up in a cave thataway!” Cerulea bounced on her feet as she pointed back the way she had come. “Ratu and Quetzalli are there, and so is the mean lady!”

      “Ingrid?”

      “Yep!” Cerulea nodded proudly.

      “So I guess we head there, then. Lead the way.”

      “Nope!” Cerulea shook her head. “Can’t! There are skeletons in the forest.”

      Leilani grunted, then gnashed her teeth so hard that Mike winced at the sound. “That bastard,” she said. “I haven’t had a chance to tell you what happened last night. The Captain informed me my mother wished to speak to me through his magical shell but we needed to keep it discreet. He led me to the edge of the camp and then destroyed the barrier keeping the Nightmarchers out.”

      “So he let them all in?” Mike rolled his eyes. “Never mind, of course he did.”

      “Yeah, but here’s the thing. The marchers weren’t there for me. They wanted him even more.” Leilani shivered. “When they chased him off, I ran to try to lead them away from the camp. But I didn’t know he had summoned his ship, which meant his crew could help him.”

      “The dead guys?”

      She nodded. “He has power over those who lose their lives to the sea. It is also why he has been a powerful ally. On more than one occasion, he has summoned his army from the deep⁠—”

      “Wait, army?” Mike’s jaw dropped. “He has a skeleton army?”

      Leilani nodded solemnly. “They cannot survive long outside the water unless they are on his ship. So he keeps them stashed in the depths, buried beneath the sand where they won’t be discovered.”

      “Shit.” Mike looked down at his feet, then up toward the sky. “I guess it makes sense. If he’s a player in the game, it’s not like he’s just on a pleasure cruise around the world. Does he have any other powers I should know about?”

      Leilani shook her head. “In the hundreds of years we’ve known him, the skeletons are the ones we find most frightening. If there are others, they have gone unnoticed.”

      “Hundreds? What the hell?” Mike groaned. “How come this guy gets to live hundreds of years?”

      The princess laughed. “That’s because he found the Fountain of Youth! He used to go back every decade or so and drink from it, but I found out from my mother recently that it dried up before I was born. Francois is now stuck getting old like the rest of us.”

      “Huh. I see. So the Captain is facing down his own mortality, huh?” He wasn’t sure what to do with that information, but it was probably important. “Seems to be the same problem everyone I deal with has. Would it explain why he would try to take you out?”

      She shook her head. “Honestly, my best guess is he intends to turn my people and the Order against you even further. If I had died, your friend Beth would be in peril, and conflicting accounts of what happened would further muddy the waters. But when things went wrong, his hand was forced.”

      “Why did the Nightmarchers go after him?” Mike asked.

      “No idea. But one of them actually pushed me out of the way to get to Francois.” She sighed. “I suspect my own mother thinks I’m dead, so your friend is likely in danger.”

      “Not if I can help it. I can get word to my people, don’t you worry.” He turned to look up the mountain. “I suspect our answer to all this lies up there. Cerulea, I need you to fill Ratu in on everything we talked about and see if she and the others can continue the climb and meet us up there. Can you do that?”

      The fairy gave him a salute, then turned into a ball of light and shot into the air. One of the birds that had chased her before took off from a nearby tree in an attempt to catch her.

      “Will she be all right?” asked Leilani.

      “She’ll be fine,” Mike replied. “Even if that bird could catch her, I know she could handle it. Right, Daisy?”

      Daisy nodded, then scrambled up his arm and sat on his shoulder. Opal handed the trident over to Leilani, who looked at it sadly.

      “It was my father’s,” she said. “Won’t be much use in a fight now.”

      “Can you fix it?” he asked.

      “Me? No. But it is fixable.” She held it up and stabbed the butt into the ground to use it as a hiking stick. “So where are we headed?”

      Mike pointed up the mountain. “That way,” he said, then sat on a nearby rock. “But first, I need a few minutes to check in with the others and let them know I’m okay.”

      Leilani turned away from him and stared out into the forest. “Then allow me to watch over you,” she said, the muscles in her arms tightening. “I will guard you with my life.”

      Though it was a bit dramatic, Mike appreciated the sentiment. Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath and sent his thoughts home to Kisa. Now that the Captain had made his move, it was time to make some moves of his own.

      ---

      Beth was still lying in bed when she heard someone knock on the door of the suite.

      “I’ve got it,” Lily said as she crawled from beneath the covers and slapped Beth’s exposed ass. “Since somebody is all tuckered out.”

      “Mmf,” Beth replied, then hid her head under the pillow. Dinner with the director had taken an unexpected turn last night when the man failed to show up. This had meant ordering a ton of room service and staying up all night eating while watching an action movie marathon with Lily. The succubus had taken it upon herself to transform into the various male leads, which had led to a very exciting evening between the two of them.

      Late in the evening, Beth had asked Lily if she’d ever done something similar for Mike. Lily had laughed and admitted she had, but many of her transformations had been into video game and book characters he had crushed on when he was younger. While this revelation opened the door to more possibilities for Beth, she was insanely curious to know if Lily had ever fucked Mike while pretending to be someone else in the house and asked her that.

      “Oh, I’ve tried,” Lily had admitted. “But when he figures out it’s me, he makes me change back. Something about morality and scruples. Why? Is there someone you’re curious about?”

      Back in the present, Beth felt a tail snake up her leg before ripping the covers away. Groaning in protest, she tried to take the blankets back, but Lily was too fast.

      “The director wants to see you for breakfast this time.” Lily handed over another envelope. “Oh, and apparently he apologizes for standing you up last night. Something about Order business.”

      “Was he at our door?” Beth asked with a yawn.

      “Nope. Sent a lackey.” Lily sighed and opened up the closet. “So what are you wearing for your big date? Something that accentuates your hips? Or will you be all business in a bikini?”

      Beth slid free of the bed and pushed Lily out of the way. “I can dress myself, thanks.”

      “But of course, dahling.” Lily sashayed out of the room. “I’ll be out here trying to find something to watch on the telly.”

      Beth looked through the outfits in her closet and picked a simple white dress that paired well with a pair of brown dress sandals and a paua shell necklace she had brought. She turned on the faucet in her shower and jumped in, shivering beneath the cold spray. It helped bring the morning into focus, and she washed the sex out of her hair. With a wave of her hand, the water leaped off her body, and she stepped out of the bathroom completely dry.

      Slipping into her outfit took only a minute, and she stepped out of her bedroom into the suite and stopped. Lily was standing in the kitchen, her fingers pressed into the granite so hard that it had cracked. Standing on the other side of the counter was Kisa with a serious look on her face.

      “What happened?” Beth asked.

      Lily didn’t respond. Kisa cleared her throat and then sat on one of the stools.

      “They attacked the house last night,” she began. “Or tried to, anyway. Don’t worry, everyone is okay. Jenny let them off with a warning.”

      “Then what’s the problem?” Beth asked.

      “The Captain tried to kill Mike at roughly the same time.” Kisa sighed. “Apparently that douchebag was trying to kill the princess and frame Mike for it but took the opportunity to shoot him too.”

      “He was shot?” Beth took a step forward, but Kisa waved her back.

      “He’s fine because he’s Mike.” The cat girl chuckled. “But now we suspect the director was in on it, which doesn’t make sense. The Order seemed to have no idea who the Captain even was. So either the director is keeping secrets from the Order, or there’s something else going on here.”

      “Damn.” Beth fiddled with the shell necklace, twirling it with her fingers. “My bet is on the secret agenda. He was supposed to have dinner with me last night but canceled at the last second. Now we’re having breakfast.”

      “He probably wants to cut a deal.” Kisa slid off the stool. “As far as anybody knows, the Order team was wiped out and Mike died. And we’re going to keep it that way for a little bit longer, if we can.”

      “But what of the merfolk?” Beth frowned at the idea that she may be dragged out to sea and charged with regicide.

      “Leilani and Mike have gotten rather close, apparently.” Kisa laughed. “Like we should expect anything different. She said that without evidence, the council will wait at least a couple of days before coming for you. But if that happens, you are to remind her mother about the green flash incident.”

      “The green flash incident?” Beth was familiar with the phenomenon. On a clear day, it was possible to see the sun turn green for just a second at sunset, a trick made possible by the refraction of light through the atmosphere so close to the equator. “What does that even mean?”

      “It’s code for something meant to keep you out of hot water. But it’s highly likely that you’re in danger.”

      “That’s nothing new.” Beth looked at Lily. “Are you okay?”

      “Mike doesn’t want her coming after him,” Kisa explained. “And she didn’t like it.”

      “Of course I don’t like it,” Lily snapped. “It seems like every asshole here wants a piece of him, but nooooo, he’s just going to ignore that and go looking for a dragon instead! It’s bad enough I lost a bet with Lala over this, but now I’m stuck here playing babysitter!” She took off her tracking bracelet and tossed it to Kisa. “Fuck it. My talents are wasted in this room. Kitty cat, you get to be me from now on.”

      “Wait, what?” Kisa’s eyes grew wide as Lily walked to the balcony, her body rippling as she transformed into a vaguely familiar man dressed as one of the attendants.

      “I’ll keep your sweet ass out of the fire,” Lily declared in a man’s voice as she pointed at Beth. “You keep that asshole distracted while I dig through his shit.”

      “Lily, wait!” Beth didn’t get to say much more. The succubus walked out onto the balcony and jumped over the edge. “Won’t somebody see her?”

      “Nah. There’s a hole in the surveillance right there.” Kisa took a banana out of the fruit bowl and started to peel it. “I scoped it out after my first trip here and told her about it in case we needed an escape route.”

      “I thought the portal was the escape route?”

      Kisa shrugged. “It’s always better to have more than one,” she said. “Oh, and Tink isn’t coming back anytime soon. She got pretty defensive about the kids so has gone home to, and I quote, ‘sharpen hammer for ass ramming.’”

      “How do you sharpen…never mind.” Beth sighed as she moved toward the door. “Anything else I should know?”

      Kisa shook her head. “That’s it for now.”

      Beth nodded, then moved toward the door. “Well in that case, I guess it’s time for me to do my part. See what I can get out of the director before somebody tries to take me out.”

      “This vacation isn’t exactly relaxing,” Kisa declared, then kicked her feet up on the table. “If you need me, you know where to find me.”

      “That I do,” Beth replied as she opened the door to go have breakfast with the enemy. “That I do.”
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      Beth stepped out of the elevator and was greeted by the sight of Aurora. The woman had dark patches under her eyes that concealer had failed to hide, her disheveled hair piled on top of her head and held in place by a hairpin with a tropical flower on the end.

      “Good morning,” she said, her smile not quite reaching her eyes. “The director has arranged breakfast for you in a special location. If you would follow me.”

      The woman turned away before Beth could respond. From behind, she could actually see that Aurora was clutching her clipboard so hard that her fingertips had turned white.

      Beth was led past the dining room and the exit to the pool deck, then up a short flight of stairs to an outdoor patio she had never seen before. Pausing to take in the view, she realized the patio itself should have been visible from her own balcony. With very little effort, she was able to see the edges of the illusionary spell that shimmered just beyond the patio’s boundary.

      “Well done.” The words came from an Indian man sitting at an ornate dining table. His skin was the color of topaz and smooth as if he had been carved directly from the earth. Though his eyes were brown, they had an intensity that pulled her in, set beneath a pair of well-trimmed eyebrows. The left one had a tiny scar where the hair didn’t grow. His nose was wide, with a waxed handlebar mustache beneath. He rose, revealing he was wearing a full suit despite the warm weather. “Most people aren’t able to see the illusion from the inside.”

      “Is this you?” she asked. “Or just an enchanted array of some sort.”

      “Come,” the director said, gesturing at the seat opposite him. “Sit.”

      Beth moved to join him, fully aware he had ignored her question.

      “You stood me up last night,” she said.

      The director nodded. “You have my full apologies,” he said. “Though my physical presence is here, I was caught up in an operation in another time zone. Things did not go as expected, so I had to sit down with some of my people afterward to come up with a different approach.”

      Beth wondered if he was referring to the house or the attempt on Mike’s life. There wasn’t a way to ask without letting on how much she knew, and she got the feeling this man was as slippery as he looked. So she looked down at the table setting before her and cleared her throat. “I don’t have a menu,” she said.

      “I ordered for both of us.” He smiled, and she felt a brief pulse of magic wash over her. It tried to cling to her body but slipped across her skin and then dissipated in the air. Uncertain what had just happened, she gave the man a smile as if she hadn’t noticed.

      “What are we having?”

      He grinned and sat forward in his chair. “We’re going to start with a light fruit salad, followed by a croque madame with some toast. I assume you like mimosas?” Another pulse of magic came off him. This time, it clung to Beth’s skin like spider silk, and it took some effort to push it away with her magic. The director studied her intently, as if waiting for a reaction.

      “Who doesn’t like mimosas?” The moment she spoke, a crystalline glass was set down next to her by a member of the waitstaff. She looked up to see a man with tousled brown hair and scars along one cheek. The moment they made eye contact, the man’s eyes flashed red, and he winked, unseen by the director.

      Lily. If the succubus was there, at least Beth didn’t have to worry about something being slipped into her food. Beth watched as Lily served the director his own mimosa and then walked back to the kitchen.

      “Cheers.” The director held his glass up, and Beth joined him. They clinked glasses and then sipped at their drinks. They were cool and refreshing. Beth noticed right away that hers didn’t seem to have any alcohol.

      “So do you have a name?” Beth asked, setting her drink down. “Or do I just call you director?”

      The director smirked. “Names are power, so I would prefer you just use my title.”

      “Well, okay then.” She set her drink down and crossed her arms, leaning forward to reveal more cleavage. “I guess that puts us normal people at a disadvantage. Just a quick internet search and you have all our information at your fingertips.”

      The man laughed, his demeanor suddenly friendly. “It almost seems intentional, doesn’t it? The amount of information available at one’s fingertips. In my day, you often had to resort to subterfuge to acquire a person’s full name, especially if they were wary of enemy spellcasters.”

      “In your day? You look like you couldn’t be a day older than forty.”

      The director ignored her question, his attention shifting to the ocean. She followed his gaze but couldn’t figure out what he was looking at. He drank some more mimosa, so Beth copied him and pretended she didn’t notice the odd silence. His eyes flicked toward her when she did this, so she went ahead and drank the rest of her glass. The man smiled, his mustache twitching in response.

      “These are really good,” she said. The director snapped his fingers, and Lily reappeared with a decanter. The succubus refilled Beth’s drink, then vanished from sight once again.

      “Speaking of information, it’s rather remarkable how little we know about Mike Radley.” The director leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers. Another pulse of magic came off him, but Beth was expecting it. The moment it touched her skin, her own magic churned and shoved it away. Instead of calling him out for his behavior, she smiled and allowed one of her straps to slide down her arm. If she had to guess, he was attempting to charm her or gain her trust, but it was clear he was unaware if the spell worked or not.

      She made sure to drink some more of her fake mimosa before answering. This seemed to please the director too.

      “Well,” she began, taking a moment to examine the rim of her glass. “Part of that is because he was a web developer. I bet he scrubbed his own data from the internet out of habit.”

      “I see. If I remember correctly, it was you that found him, yes?” The director placed his elbows on the table and leaned forward, the fingers of both hands now intertwined to make a single fist.

      “It was.” She thought back to that day when she had been at her desk, idly working on something else, and an email had come through from a genealogy service she didn’t remember hiring. She would later check her records and discover that she had, in fact, paid them some months prior to do a search on Emily’s family. They had given her Mike’s phone number and email. She had called him right away, and their conversation had been relatively brief. He had questioned her intensely, immediately suspicious that the whole thing was a scam. Once she provided her credentials, he had sounded intrigued. She’d promptly sent a copy of the legal documents to his email address, but she wouldn’t forget how the conversation had ended.

      “By the way,” Mike had asked. “How did you get this phone number? It shouldn’t be listed anywhere.”

      “It’s my job,” she’d replied, trying not to smirk. Discovering Mike had been nothing but sheer luck, but she wasn’t about to give that away. “And I’m very good at it. I’ll see you soon.”

      “So you knew him before he became the Caretaker?”

      Beth shook her head. “Hardly. You have to understand, things happen fast at that house. I had only met him one time before he walked inside that place, and the very next day he was a different person. Is he similar to who he was before? In a lot of ways, I think so. In other ways, not so much. We’re getting the best version of him right now, that’s for sure.” She felt like her answers were vague enough that the director wouldn’t glean anything useful from them.

      “Hmm.” The director stared at her for several seconds, then cleared his throat. “I hear he’s quite the lover.”

      She had to hold back a laugh. What kind of comment was that? The director had spoken so casually that he might have been commenting on the weather or something he had seen on television.

      Curious to see where this was going, Beth played the part of the enchanted idiot and started twirling her hair. “I mean, it’s not exactly fair to compare him to anyone else. It’s like telling somebody that a Ferrari is the fastest bicycle in the world, you know? Doesn’t make sense.”

      “Beg pardon?” The director’s friendly mask slipped for just a moment, but he managed to pull himself together.

      “Normal people have sex. When you’re with Mike, it’s…hard to describe, I don’t think a word exists for what he does. You feel him in your body and your soul, like you’ve been magnetized permanently in his direction. I can’t think of a single thing I would deny him in the bedroom, because I know the experience would reshape who I am as a woman and a lover.” She played with her necklace, partially to keep from laughing as she laid it on thick. “I try not to have sex with him too often. It would absolutely ruin me for other lovers, and I want them to have a chance.”

      The director’s mustache bristled, and he stared at his drink for several seconds. His shoulders tensed up as he met her gaze but kept his voice cordial.

      “And does he share this relationship with every woman in your household?” His voice actually squeaked a little toward the end of his sentence. “For instance, the women he brought here, have they all⁠—”

      “Oh, certainly.” Beth nodded eagerly, trying to hold back a grin. Something about Mike’s sex life was clearly getting under the man’s skin, and she was happy to put it there. “If not for some basic biology and magic, he would have knocked every single one of us up numerous times.”

      The man across from her started breathing hard, his cheeks now tinged with an odd purple color. When Beth blinked, the color disappeared, and the director was now sitting upright in his chair, hands folded in front of him.

      When their food arrived, Beth was relieved to see that Lily brought it. The succubus looked at the fruit salad, then back up to Beth and gave a small nod. Relieved she wasn’t about to be drugged again, Beth ate the fruit and was delighted at how fresh it tasted.

      “Are you okay?” she asked, wiping her lips with a napkin to hide a grin.

      “Of course,” he said with a dismissive wave while avoiding eye contact. “I had a very long evening, and it’s catching up with me.”

      “That operation of yours.” Beth set her fork down and crossed her arms. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “I’m more interested in what happened on Haleakalā last night.” The director turned his head toward her, and she felt his magic flare up as if it was going to consume her. “We lost contact with our people on the mountain not long after dark. I have it on good authority that Mike Radley might be the reason why.”

      “Based on what information?” Beth gestured at the food before them. “Also, that’s quite the accusation for somebody who invited me to breakfast and asked about my sex life. Almost makes me wonder if you took issue with my answers.”

      “It is my job to oversee dozens of operations at any given time, and this one was extremely important. Late last night, Sister Ingrid contacted me to let me know they were being pursued but had established a safe perimeter. As of this morning, we’ve heard nothing from the field team. You’ll have to forgive me if I’m suspicious of the Caretaker’s motives.”

      “You accused my client, who is both a good friend and the greatest lover on earth, of being the reason your team stopped communicating with you. I want to know why you said that.”

      The director stared at her, his lips thinning out as his mask slipped away completely. The magical energy around him became chaotic as his pupils began to change shape.

      “Sir?” Aurora came up behind them, her features stricken. “We have news from the survey team. You need to come see this.”

      The director wiped his mouth, rose, and left without looking back. As Beth watched him go, Lily came out of the kitchen with a pair of plates. She set them down on the table, her mouth close to Beth’s ear.

      “They just got official word that the away team is gone,” she whispered. “No info on what happened, but the unofficial gossip is that we retaliated for what happened at the house.”

      “Yes, I’d like another mimosa,” Beth said in case anyone was listening. “And could you have this sent to my room? I think the director is done with me.”

      “Right away, ma’am.” Lily leaned down to pick up the plate, her eyes drifting to Beth’s cleavage. “By the way, nice tits,” she whispered.

      Beth watched the succubus go, then turned her thoughts to the ocean. She was starting to suspect Francois had acted on his own, but why? It was clear the man had his eyes on Mike’s property, but for what purpose? And why act before they reached Mike’s property line?

      There were too many questions and not enough answers. Since she couldn’t leave the resort, the only people she could speak to about Francois were Order goons or the merfolk. Sighing inwardly, she waited for her drink to arrive and then started walking back to her room. After breakfast, she would drop by the beach again and see what she could learn from the merfolk.

      This time, she wouldn’t bother trying to fuck one.

      On her way back, she spotted Aurora hiding behind a pillar on the other side of the lobby. The woman was silently crying into a white dishcloth, gently dabbing at her eyes. Beth turned away from the scene, her thoughts whirring.

      ---

      The long shadows of the forest sank into the trees as the sun moved higher into the sky. From the mouth of the lava vent, Ratu gazed down at the forest below with a frown. She could feel the dead men below moving, the steady beat of their bony feet grating at her senses as they searched for her and the others in massive numbers.

      Though she had no visual evidence, she would easily attest that there were several hundred skeletons searching for them. Not only that, but the mountain itself gave off an eerie pressure, as if it could feel their blight crawling across its rocky skin. She had told Mike before that the mountain was alive, but that had been a gross understatement. It was like they stood on the back of an immense beast that had come to notice them.

      “Anything yet?” asked Ingrid from behind.

      “No. The fairies are highly unreliable and struggle with timely tasks.”

      “Then why the hell did you use them?”

      “What other options do we have? Your technology doesn’t work, and I don’t dare risk sending a magical message that could be intercepted.” Ratu turned to look at the woman, who had her back to the wall and was busy eating one of Zel’s special granola bars made of seeds, nuts, and a condensed syrup composed of Mike’s semen. While they weren’t good for filling bellies, they absolutely provided enough energy to get through the day. “It can be very difficult to catch, much less trap a fairy. So while they may be slow, this is far better than nothing. And while they may be unreliable, they are loyal. For many years, they were among my sole companions underground. I would have kicked them out if I could but found it was easier to make them obey me using fear instead.”

      “How kind of you,” said Ingrid sarcastically.

      “I admit, my approach has changed. It is far better to rely on respect than fear as the grand motivator. That is something the Caretaker reminded me of.” That, and something had shifted dramatically for her ever since Mike had saved her life in the ice cave. He had given her a place within his family, even encouraged her to be a part of it. The solitude of the Labyrinth had taught her how to be self-sufficient, to be the only person that mattered. But Mike had reminded her that life had more to offer. He made her feel safe.

      Right now, she wanted to make him feel safe again. She felt like a failure already for allowing him to be harmed in the first place. Now he was essentially alone, unless he had managed to free Opal.

      Still, it wasn’t enough. Ratu felt she should have done better, planned for more. Even now, Mike’s naga-hide armor was folded neatly in her backpack because they hadn’t expected to be attacked so soon. She hadn’t made him wear it because he had wanted to wait until they were closer to the property line, when they expected things to heat up. Without supplies and separated from the rest of the family, he was in more danger than she cared to consider.

      “What the hell are in these?” asked Ingrid. “They’re good, but there’s a nutty aftertaste I can’t quite identify.”

      “It’s better that you don’t know,” Ratu replied.

      “Is it bugs?” Ingrid took another bite. “I won’t be mad if it is. That’s more of a cultural thing. If you’re grinding up beetles to make these, it was a good decision.”

      “It’s not bugs.” Ratu turned her gaze back to the forest. In the distance, she saw a bird performing aerial acrobatics in an attempt to catch something. She made a circle with her hands and filled the space with light-distorting magic. Holding it up to her eye, she bent the makeshift lens until it brought the distant bird into focus. It was actually several birds, and they were chasing a ball of light.

      “Olivia.” Ratu looked over her shoulder and into the cave. “Your sister needs help.”

      A green ball of light shot out of the cave and in Cerulea’s direction. Down below, Cerulea was dodging in and out of the canopy in an attempt to lose her pursuers. The slowest of the fairies, she barely kept ahead of the flock.

      Olivia crashed into the closest pursuer, then broke away and led some of the birds in a different direction. Cerulea ascended in a tight spiral, followed by a massive bird that could easily swallow the fairy whole. As the fairy neared the cave, Ratu summoned a ball of fire in the palm of her hand and flicked it out with her fingers. It struck the bird so hard that its feathers incinerated instantly, causing the torched carcass to sail into the mouth of the cave, where it disappeared in the darkness.

      Quetzalli let out a shout of alarm. She had been asleep roughly where the bird had landed.

      “That’s one way to wake up, I suppose.” Ingrid watched Ratu in fascination as the naga held out her hand for Cerulea to land on. “Well?”

      “Patience.” Ratu studied the fairy and noticed she was a little banged up. “Are you okay?”

      Cerulea nodded, then paused to straighten an antenna. “I found Mike! And the fish girl and Opal and Daisy!” She pointed off in the distance. “And a whole lot of skeletons!”

      “I figured.” Though Ratu’s voice was calm, she was inwardly relieved almost to the point of tears. “Is he okay?”

      Cerulea bobbed her head violently. Olivia joined them moments later. Maybe it was the smell of burning feathers or the hissing noise Ratu made in the back of her throat at them when they came near, but the birds chasing Olivia scattered long before the cave’s entrance. Either way, the fairies were safe.

      “Mike said to meet him at his property.” Cerulea stood tall and put her hands on her hips. “He’s going to walk the long way to get there.”

      “What’s the long way?” asked Ingrid.

      Cerulea responded by sticking out her tongue.

      “Hey.” Ratu jostled the fairy, who crouched and held on for dear life. “Which way is he going?”

      Cerulea shrugged. “I don’t know, but he has a way to make it safe. He wants us to take a different way and avoid the boneheads.”

      “Boneheads!” chimed Olivia, and the two fairies high-fived each other.

      “They’re like children,” muttered Ingrid.

      “In some ways, yes.” Ratu pulled out part of a granola bar she had saved. Cerulea’s eyes bugged out of her skull as she snatched it and fled into the cave, chased inside by her sister. Quetzalli shouted at the fairies, her angry words followed by a loud electrical pop as she had probably zapped someone. “It might be safer to climb back up and take the original route. It won’t be long before Francois stumbles onto Mike’s location.”

      “How do you figure?” asked Ingrid.

      “Experience. If the undead walk below us, then Francois is looking there for Mike. Maybe he hopes to resurrect him, or perhaps he wants to make sure he’s dead. Based on the rules of the great game, the ownership of Mike’s land is up for grabs if Francois can take him out.”

      “The great what now?”

      Ratu frowned, staring down into the jungle. Mike, where are you? She wished she was down there with him. Francois had fled before them last night and would think twice about confronting Mike in the naga’s presence.

      “If Francois kills Mike, everything Mike owns is supposed to go to the Captain. That’s probably why he made his move last night. If not, he would have had to attack midday and in the Order’s presence.” Ratu walked back into the cave and heard Ingrid scrambling on the rocks behind her. “I can use this tunnel to take us farther into the mountain and bypass any stragglers up above. It will take us a bit longer to get where we’re going, but we should be able to travel unnoticed.”

      “Then why not do that before?” asked Ingrid.

      “I had no intention of making your people aware of the full scope of my abilities. Also, now that I’m actually inside the mountain, I can feel its veins and know they can take us to our destination. We shall walk where no mortal has traveled before, straight to the heart of the mountain.”

      They were near the back of the cave now and discovered Quetzalli sitting on a rock and eating the bird Ratu had torched. She had already plucked most of the feathers and had crumbled a granola bar into seasoning she had sprinkled on the top. The dragon looked at Ratu and Ingrid, then broke the bird in half down the middle and held out a portion.

      “Breakfast?” she asked.

      Ratu took the offering and sank her fangs into the still-tender meat. She looked over her shoulder at Ingrid, then pulled off the leg and held it out. “Flash fried,” she said. “So it should be safe for your consumption.”

      “No thanks,” said Ingrid. “I’ll stick with the bug bars.”

      “Suit yourself,” said Ratu, then stuck the leg into her mouth and swallowed it whole.

      ---

      Opal was frantically signing at Mike, her fingers and hands moving so fast that she occasionally forgot to hold her form, her digits often melting through each other. She was walking ahead of them, her eyes on the forest while her arms were backward so she could communicate with Mike.

      “What is she going on about?” Leilani finally asked from behind Mike. She was bringing up the rear of their entourage, her eyes constantly scanning the trees.

      “She’s catching me up on the last season of True Blood. I haven’t had a chance to watch it.” Television was largely a thing of the past for him. Even before his children had come along, his time had been limited. Now the only opportunity he ever had to watch shows or movies was if somebody else wanted to see them.

      “What’s True Blood about?” asked Leilani.

      “Vampires. I started watching years ago because I had a huge crush on Anna Paquin.” He moved to duck beneath a leaf, but the tree shifted the branch out of the way. “Thank you,” he said, patting the tree.

      “How is it you’re doing that?” The mermaid had to duck as the branch sprang back and almost took her out.

      “Well, once upon a time, a nymph blew me in the bathtub of an old house. Now I talk to trees. It’s a long story.” He looked over his shoulder at Leilani and saw she was annoyed. “No, really. I would get into it, but I still don’t know you that well.”

      “I hardly think that’s fair,” she said.

      “You were almost murdered by a man who’s been banging your maternal line for generations.”

      Leilani scowled, then looked at Daisy. “Is he always like this?”

      Daisy, who sat on top of Mike’s head, shrugged.

      “I find myself at a disadvantage,” grumbled the princess. “Since you are all speaking in sign language.”

      “Well, Daisy doesn’t technically hear like we do, it’s all the vibrations she picks up through her wings. As for Opal, she can’t vocalize. Well, she can, but…”

      To help him make her point, when Opal’s face melted back through her head, she opened her mouth wide as if to speak. A cavity formed in her chest as she pulled in air, then tried to condense it through a pair of modified vocal cords. The sound rested squarely between a pinched balloon letting out air and a whoopee cushion.

      “Oh.” Leilani made a face. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” signed Opal, which Mike repeated.

      “So why is she telling you about this show?” asked Leilani.

      “We were watching it together for a bit. She’s been in recovery, and I made sure to go hang out with her.” His lips quirked into a grin as he thought of all the times she had pulled him into her tub. “But I missed the last season because of my son. He and I were struggling to get along, but we had a breakthrough of sorts. The last thing I wanted was to undo all our progress by stepping away.”

      “Mmm. Relationships among merpeople can be tricky. Many of us don’t know who our fathers are, so it becomes a communal affair to raise the children. Naturally, this means personalities can clash, especially if a father has decided a specific child is his own. Or worse, numerous men claiming parentage of one child.”

      “But you knew yours?”

      Leilani nodded, her eyes drifting to her spear. “For the royal line, it’s important to avoid such confusion. When a princess or queen decides to become pregnant, she will limit her lovers in such a way that there can be no question. We do this partially to avoid imbalance—we do not want one man fathering most of the royal line and gaining the ear of the ruling class by parentage alone.”

      “The way you mentioned him earlier, is he…gone?”

      She nodded. “We are warriors, Caretaker, and assist where we are needed. Many years ago, something attacked an oil platform in your Gulf of Mexico. My people went with the Order to figure out what happened, but none of them returned. There are things in the depths that haunt even us, Mike Radley.”

      Mike shivered. “Dare I even ask?”

      Leilani was walking by his side now, her face grim. “There’s a tradition among our people where we do not name the things that terrify us. To speak those names aloud would inevitably summon them from their dark slumber.”

      “You’re talking sea monsters and not interdimensional beings, right?” He thought about the Others and how they were constantly pressing against the edges of reality in the hopes of sneaking a bite.

      Leilani stared forward for several moments, then shook her head. “I would prefer we do not speak on this topic any longer.”

      “I think that’s fair.” He turned his attention forward to see that Opal was signing once more. “No, I haven’t heard any news about Winds of Winter, I warned you about starting that series.” Opal was very much into books, which meant putting her e-readers into ziplock bags to keep her from ruining them. Her hunger for them was a direct result of having Beth’s memories up to the moment of her own creation, and Beth was a fan as well.

      Opal had spent a long time during recovery trying to come to terms with the idea that she was essentially a Beth clone. Her experience with the horsemen of the Apocalypse had left her in a fragile state, and the inability to go see Beth’s parents as a form of comfort had left the slime bereft. Ratu’s big rule for several months was to never leave Opal alone for any extended length of time. The naga had been worried that the slime girl would simply give up on living and disassociate. These gaps of time were filled by regular visits from almost everyone, even Beth. She and Opal got along well enough, but Mike sometimes wondered if there wasn’t some sort of hidden resentment on Opal’s part.

      After making a full recovery, Opal had finally been able to begin pursuing who and what she was. Ratu had assured everyone that there had never been a creature like Opal before, so the path would be long and emotionally treacherous. Mike enjoyed their time together, which was usually just spent talking about the world.

      But on the rare occasion Opal got her tendrils on him…

      Daisy perked up on top of his head, then beat her fists on his scalp to get his attention. Mike put up a hand for everyone to stop, and even grabbed one of Opal’s hands to keep her from moving any farther.

      “Daisy hears something.” He gestured to the nearest brush, which split apart to reveal a rocky alcove they could squeeze down into behind the branches. As a unit, they all moved inside, but Opal was the easiest. The majority of her body squeezed back into her magical decanter, which Mike held in one hand. The bushes closed up just as bony legs filled his view.

      It was skeletons, at least three of them. Wordlessly, they wandered through the area, hollow sockets surveying the rainforest as they continued on their way. Mike waited nearly twenty minutes before asking the forest to move aside so they could get out.

      “Patrols are getting thicker,” he noted, turning back to help Leilani.

      “We are close to your property. The Captain is trying to find you.”

      “Honestly? He’d better hope he doesn’t.” He held out his arm and allowed Opal to ooze out of her bottle until she touched the ground, at which time her body formed. “I’ll give him the Mike Radley special.”

      “The Mike Radley special?” Leilani blinked at him. “What’s that?”

      “Great question. But it will be spectacular and unexpected and really annoy him, I’m sure. I can’t wait to think of it.” He gestured ahead. “Let’s keep moving.”

      The sun climbed steadily upward into the sky, visible only through gaps in the canopy. Mike and the others were able to easily hide from the skeletons. They made no effort to conceal their passage, which often required a sharp blade to hack away the brush. The undead seemed to be on autopilot, more like drones than independent thinkers. When he studied them properly, he noticed they didn’t have souls. It gave him small solace that these walking corpses weren’t harboring tormented spirits, which also meant they were essentially unthinking drones.

      Still, the moment he watched the corpse of a child wander past, its eternal gaze resting upward on the trees, he knew in his heart he would absolutely take the opportunity to rid the world of Captain Francois.

      His shoulder itched, and he tried really hard not to pick at it. Tiny chunks of dried ooze flaked away as the wound healed, leaving behind raw pink skin. His whole arm burned, as if the nerves were reconnecting. If he didn’t know better, he would simply think he had pulled a muscle in his sleep.

      Leilani conversed with him often, mostly about what things were like in the continental United States. She had a pretty good idea what island life was like, but stuff like big cities, skyscrapers, and highways fascinated her. On more than one occasion, he felt the desire to offer to show her someday but didn’t want to get her hopes up. Until he knew more firmly where she stood, he would keep his guard up.

      Still, he had a good feeling in his gut about her.

      Cerulea came to check in with them again and let them know that Ratu et al. were making slow but steady progress. Apparently they were tunnel hopping. During a quick break to relax, Mike had checked in with Kisa, who was grouchy from being up all night watching the small army in their front yard and was now trying to catch a nap in Lily’s room in Paradise. Apparently Jenny had made quite the impression on the SoS, and they were reevaluating their relationship with her. Zel had forced Callisto to go home to the greenhouse, which had made him quite angry with his mother. Eulalie and Sofia were doing overtime monitoring the external communications of the Order while Tink watched Grace.

      As for Death, apparently the reaper was currently standing outside the Order’s tent and staring at them menacingly. The Jabberwock had moved itself closer to the tent, unseen by the Order, in case it needed to intervene. Everyone inside the house was getting restless as they waited to see what happened next, but Mike was hoping the SoS would get bored and leave.

      Even now, Eulalie was trying to get in touch with someone higher up in the SoS in order to offer them the money to do so. Sadly, despite their willingness to murder people for cash, they were surprisingly ethical about not turning on their employers. Eulalie was also having difficulty finding another group willing to chase them off. It had been briefly floated that they should call the police, but Mike was fairly certain that would just spell trouble for whoever came out to investigate.

      The longer he was out in the rainforest, the more he missed the comforts of home. He knew a large part of this sentiment stemmed from the fact that somebody was in his yard just waiting to murder his entire family, but Hestia had made it clear to everyone who asked that unless he allowed them entry, they would not get in. Time, space, and reality itself would bend in order to hinder whatever they tried.

      While he had faith in the goddess, he couldn’t help worrying about the situation. His anger for the Order and the SoS sat behind a locked gate in his mind, and he was hesitant to let it out for even a second. His magic did not respond well to murderous intentions, and even thinking about it made his right arm itch. Right now, there was nothing he could do about it anyway. But when he got home?

      He scratched his right arm, trying real hard to unclench his fists.

      With the heat of the island trying to sap away his strength, Mike was forced to drink water Opal had stored for him. Whenever they reached a river or lake, Leilani purified the water for his consumption. He would cup his hands and drink greedily, sighing at the taste of crisp, cold water on a hot day.

      Opal, being slime, absolutely reveled in the island’s humidity. Her pearlescent luster was particularly shiny right now, and her curves had thickened as a result of the extra liquid in her body. She had used their first stop at a body of water to demonstrate her ability to take on additional water, which she allowed Mike to suck out through her fingertips like she was a living CamelBak.

      For whatever reason, Opal stored this water in her breasts. Mike was fairly certain she had done it to screw with him. He was having several impure thoughts about Opal and would have acted on them already if not for Leilani’s presence and the fact that skeletons were hunting for him.

      Guided by the pull of his property, he and the others ascended the mountain, trying to avoid open areas where they would be exposed. They finally achieved a height where the ocean became visible through gaps in the canopy, and Leilani paused more than once to stare wistfully outward. He wasn’t certain what thoughts were going through her head when she did this, but she cut a rather attractive figure with the wind blowing through her blue-and-green hair, sunlight scattering through the sea-glass beads braided into it.

      As the day ran on, they had to stop for more breaks. With nothing to eat, both Leilani and Mike were dragging pretty hard. They had tried to arrange for one of the fairies to bring them a granola bar or something, but the birds on the island had become a huge problem and the fairy sisters were unable to safely fly fast enough while carrying something.

      This meant harvesting local fruits. The forest, sensing his need, directed him to small banana trees, lychee, and even some papaya. Leilani taught him how to peel back the skin of the lychee, juice running down her chin as she took a big bite. Opal, who didn’t need to eat, stuffed some of the leftover fruit in her body where they floated around like banana slices in Jell-O. This allowed them to carry a small food supply with them as they continued their climb.

      Scaling Haleakalā in this manner would have taken days if not for Mike’s control over the forest. Control wasn’t even the best word for it—he asked politely, and they moved for him. In fact, he wondered if they were just grateful to have someone different to talk to. There was a sense of curiosity from the flora, as if he was a unique creature on exhibit.

      This also made him ponder the nature of his land’s location. How in the hell was anybody supposed to get there? In Oregon, anyone could walk right up to the property but would get dissuaded or disoriented at the last moment. According to Dana, outsiders couldn’t pierce the visual veil there, which made it slightly different from what happened at home. If he stood naked in his front yard, his neighbors would absolutely see him, but either the geas would clothe him or their attention would simply wander.

      Even the property in Ireland had been easy to get to. A short car ride had made the trip almost instantaneous. However, the creatures dwelling within had been extremely hostile, and he had chosen to simply let the matter rest for now.

      But out here? There was simply no way to easily get to the place. The Order had implied they had been able to get to the edge of the property, but even that had taken a team of survivalists. What sort of secrets lurked on the side of the volcano? Would the guardian recognize Mike’s authority, or would he become the target of a different attack?

      “Seashell for your thoughts.” Leilani’s voice snapped him back to reality.

      “Really? A seashell?” Mike smirked. “Do your people use them as currency?”

      “We rely on the barter system. The ocean is our mother and provides all, so why would we need to hoard wealth? There is little we can’t find on our own.”

      “And you think humans like seashells?”

      Leilani scoffed. “We’ve watched millions of you collect them off the beach. For decades, my people wondered if you weren’t using it as currency. For tide’s sake, you even named one of our creatures a sand dollar.”

      “That reminds me. Someone said you owned the land that Paradise was built on, but you gave it to the Order.”

      “Leased,” Leilani corrected. “We leased it to them.”

      “So doesn’t that mean they’re paying you?”

      She nodded. “They are. It goes into an account we can use to purchase additional property or supplies as needed from your kind. How do you think we got that land in the first place? Do you think your government was feeling kind and just gave it to us?”

      “Yeah, they aren’t in the habit of handing out beachfront property. So how did your people buy it?”

      “Your ships sink where we swim. It wasn’t hard to go out and gather some lost treasure and sell it back. The merfolk in your Gulf of Mexico are filthy rich from some galleons that sank out there some time back. The Order helps them manage their purchases because that’s a lot of money to casually move around.”

      “The Order has really helped your people, haven’t they?”

      “They have.” Leilani paused, sticking her trident in the ground and leaning on it for support. “Without their help, I don’t know where we’d be. Did you know they help set shipping lanes? If just one of your oil tankers spilled near a colony, it would kill us. It’s absolutely a full-time job for them just to make sure our worlds don’t cross. If we wanted, we could rise up, attack your people, and cause some mayhem. But there aren’t enough of us. It would be like if the people of Hawaii declared war on the rest of the United States. Sure, we could make the coastline a hostile place, but water magic won’t stop your missiles, or your other weapons of mass destruction. My grandfather witnessed what your people did at Bikini Atoll.”

      He scrunched up his face. “What did we do?”

      “Nuclear tests,” she replied. “Merfolk around the world were discussing your war and if we should strike out against you, chase you out of the water. We underestimated just how many humans there were across the world, and some of our most powerful warriors trekked across your continents just to get a better sense of the world in general. Captain Francois had given us plenty of warnings, but your advances sounded so impossible.”

      “Humans feel the same way about magic. Nobody would believe us if we told them mermaids and magic were real. Well, not enough people, anyway. It’s all seen as make-believe.” Mike leaned against a tree and sensed a cane spider crawling down from above to investigate. He looked up at the arachnid and shook his head. “Don’t do it.”

      The spider waved its legs in reply, obviously upset at Mike.

      “I’m not claiming your territory,” he told it. “Just resting for a moment.”

      “You command the land crabs too?” Leilani’s eyes were focused on the spider.

      “We call them spiders. And only sort of.” He narrowed his energy at the cane spider, who chittered at him and disappeared back into the leaves. “Some are more eager to please than others.”

      Cold water dripped on him from above, and he turned his attention to the sky. A thin layer of clouds had moved in above them, blotting out the sun.

      “It’s raining again.” He crossed his arms and sighed. The others didn’t have any problem with the rain, but after at least three small downpours, his clothes were itchy. Leilani could easily push the water off him with little more than a thought, but that only worked between storms.

      “One of the wettest places on land,” Leilani told him, pointing up the mountain. “The locals call it the Big Bog. My people call it Halealii Aina, or the land palace. It is a popular stop for those who do their pilgrimage.”

      “Why do you call it the land palace?”

      “Very wet, lots of water. A merperson could absolutely live there if they chose to, and some have. Think of it like spiritual isolation, if you will. A place to step outside the ocean and ponder bigger things.”

      “Will we run into any of your people?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “If we do, it’s somebody we long thought dead. My kind doesn’t often choose to exile somebody, but when we do, we chase them into the deepest waters.” Sighing, she stood up straight and fiddled with the tip of her trident. “My father stayed there for a year when he was younger. Meditated on what it meant to be a warrior, to hunt for the colony, and to protect us from harm.”

      “That sounds pretty badass,” Mike replied.

      Leilani giggled. “When I was young, he confessed to me he actually did it to get away from a bad situation involving some of your surfer women. He liked to pretend he was a surf instructor and bed them while they were here on vacation but got caught by the queen.”

      “Oh my.”

      She laughed again, staring morosely at the bent trident. Opal, noticing this, moved near Leilani and held out her arms. The mermaid looked at her, then at Mike. “What does she want?”

      Mike waited for the inevitable sign language from Opal. “She wants to see it,” he answered. “She promises she’ll give it right back.”

      Hesitantly, Leilani handed over the trident. Opal studied it for several seconds, her hands and arms sliding over the metallic surface until the trident’s shaft was almost completely in her body. As she scrunched up her face, her body distorted and the trident slowly straightened out.

      “By the tides!” Leilani gazed in awe as Opal extracted the straightened trident from her form and handed it back over. “To think you were strong enough to do such a thing!”

      Opal signed to Mike, and he spoke for her. “She said not to underestimate the power of fluid dynamics.” He didn’t mention that Opal hadn’t done so earlier because she was worried Leilani might stab him in the back with it, or the fact that she had done so now because she was tired of it coming up in conversation.

      Her spirits buoyed, Leilani led the group, her attunement to water taking them in the correct direction. The miniature streams that formed on the mountain’s skin flowed around them as the mermaid manipulated the water. Between Mike and Leilani, they were able to transform an extremely difficult ascent into little more than a strenuous hike. Leilani was huffing and puffing by the time they crested a rocky ridge, and she paused to lean against jagged stones that had long ago burst free of the earth.

      In awe, Mike stared down into the next valley. The sky above was blotted out by a mass of clouds that drifted between massive peaks covered in thick foliage. From where he stood, he saw more streams and waterfalls in one place than anywhere else he’d been before. The air was so thick with moisture that he could feel the humidity spinning in his lungs.

      “Halealii Aina,” said Leilani, kneeling and bowing her head. “I never thought I would get the chance to see it.”

      “It’s breathtaking.” Mike gazed down into the rainforest below in awe. The trees below practically sang in exultation, their needs constantly met. Closing his eyes, he felt something shift within him. The general sense of where his property was had solidified to a more precise location, which he pointed at. “Looks like we’re going in,” he said.

      “Will we have to climb out the other side?” asked Leilani. “I thought the map said we needed to go around this place?”

      “Trust me when I say maps can be misleading.” He sensed without a doubt that the entrance was somewhere down below. “But now I’m wondering about the thing that killed your people.”

      “What about it?” asked Leilani.

      “We followed its tracks up this way until we lost them, right? Well, I know that where we’re headed is correct, but…” He gestured around them. “There’s nothing here. Either that thing tiptoed out of here, or it came down a different way.”

      “Hmm” was Leilani’s only reply. The rain suddenly fell in thick sheets, and the other side of the bog disappeared from sight.

      “Glad I wore comfy shoes,” Mike muttered as he started down the hill. This time, the terrain was steep enough that he had to rely on the trees’ assistance, using assorted branches and roots as handholds. The mood of the forest had shifted, and it no longer felt as friendly as it had before. He was an intruder in their midst, and the forest was wary of him.

      Daisy had crawled inside his shirt, her body pressed flat against his sternum. He put a hand protectively over the bump in the fabric, wishing for perhaps the hundredth time that he had an umbrella. It was nearly half an hour before they made it down to the valley floor, where the foliage was so thick that he could no longer get the trees to simply part and let him pass.

      “I guess this is the hard part,” he muttered as they ventured forth into the bog.

      ---

      Ingrid stood and watched in awe as Ratu’s serpentine body tunneled through the hard rock ahead, the cavern lit only by a pair of fiery orbs that hovered just beneath the ceiling. When the naga had first transformed, Ingrid had been forced to hold back a scream at the sheer size of the snake. She had never worked directly with the naga, who had become notoriously reclusive in the last twenty years, and being subjected to the intensity of Ratu’s gaze had triggered some primal instinct.

      It was also unnerving to hear the naga speak. Her words had slid through Ingrid with the same ease that the snake passed through stone. She had wondered more than once why the naga were considered demigods and finally had her answer.

      The yawning tunnel ahead of them trembled, sending loose stones clattering to the ground. Ratu returned to them in her human form, her gaze directed up toward the ceiling.

      “It’s stable for now,” she said with a frown. “But I don’t suspect it will last. We should hurry.”

      “Like, how fast are we talking?” Ingrid gazed up at the ceiling in trepidation.

      “That depends on how much it’s raining up above.” Ratu looked up just as water dripped from the ceiling. “I may be able to command the earth, but water always finds a way.”

      “It’s raining pretty hard.” Quetzalli gestured at her nose and moved forward down the tunnel. “I can smell it.”

      Ratu gave Quetzalli a dubious look she couldn’t see, but said nothing. “Let’s press forward.”

      Ingrid obeyed, not that she had much of a choice. If she wanted to turn around now, there were miles of compressed rock tunnel behind them. She would be forced to navigate it all in the dark in the hope she didn’t take a wrong turn. The transition between lava vents was always smooth, but the vents themselves were usually a mess. There had been a large hole in the middle of one vent that even Ratu’s light orbs had been unable to find the bottom of. Even Ratu had sidestepped that one, stating that the fall itself wouldn’t kill her but the sudden narrow portion halfway down certainly would. Occasionally, they were forced to surface, and Ratu would send Olivia out to check on Mike.

      It was usually raining on the surface, but Ingrid had kept dry by sticking close to the trees. Inevitably, Ratu would take them back underground, where the air had a musty dampness to it that clung to Ingrid’s skin and carried a nasty chill. Ratu’s floating flames kept Ingrid warm, so she made sure to walk close to them whenever she could.

      “It’s about a hundred feet this way, and then we’re in the next vent,” Ratu explained. “The slope is a little severe up ahead. I had to avoid another chamber.”

      “What was wrong with it?” asked Quetzalli.

      “Massive.” Ratu smirked. “We would need a rope to get to the bottom, and it’s significantly warmer, if you catch my meaning. If I went any closer, I ran the risk of breaking the seal and flooding this tunnel with gas that would kill us all.”

      Ingrid frowned. “Do you mean like sulfur dioxide?”

      Ratu nodded. “Potentially. But honestly, even flooding this place with carbon dioxide would do it. A benefit of using flames for illumination is that we would see them sputter out should something like that occur. My people have long traveled beneath the world. We know the pitfalls.”

      “Huh.” Ingrid tried to contemplate what subterranean life looked like but couldn’t. “What does naga society look like?”

      “What do you mean?” The naga’s eyes were steady on the darkness ahead as the tunnel became sloped.

      “I mean how your kind lives. The merfolk have hidden cities built of stone and coral surrounded by fields of seaweed. I’ve actually been there a few times. It’s quite breathtaking.”

      “Ah, I see what you mean.” Ratu held out her hands, one curled above the other as if holding a ball, and cast light all along the walls of the tunnel. The shifting shadows within her palms threw images of a massive underground dwelling onto the rock and soil. “There are places beneath the earth that are left over from its formation, massive domes that are miles long in each direction. In some places, you cannot even see the ceiling. It is here that my kind choose to build their cities.”

      “Fascinating.” Ingrid moved to the nearest wall and studied the structures projected onto it. “Do you build homes of clay, stone, or brick?”

      “Whatever we choose, honestly. When a naga creates their nest, they may choose to mold it from whatever material they see fit. I actually had an aunt whose entire dwelling was composed of sapphire, collected over the decades and melded together using magic. It’s a slightly more delicate process than what I have been doing to make our tunnels, but it’s easy enough. Incorporating rare materials into your nest can be seen as a sign of status, or even doing intricate decoration. I had a friend growing up whose home was made of iron ore, but he had filigreed the image of every member of his family going back six generations into the exterior surface.”

      “Do you have livestock? What about agriculture?”

      Ratu nodded, a thin smile on her lips. “My people did. We simply brought terrestrial animals down and made artificial light for our crops to grow. My people were once far more unified with surface dwellers in a state of coexistence.”

      “Do you mean when your people were worshipped?”

      “I do.”

      “Hmm.” Ingrid pondered that for a minute. She wasn’t a huge fan regarding stories of mythical creatures being worshipped. To her, it was no different from dealing with a celebrity or a shitty politician. She and Wallace had been forced more than once to hunt down a creature who was pissed that nobody was feeding it anymore, or because it had gone rogue after a lack of tributes.

      “You’re scowling.”

      “What?” Ingrid snapped out of her thoughts and saw Ratu watching her. “Shit, it’s nothing.”

      “She lies.” This came from Quetzalli, who was busy munching on a granola bar. Her nipples were so erect beneath her blouse that Ingrid wondered if she was wearing a bra.

      “I don’t—” Ingrid sighed, then rubbed at her temples in frustration. Getting called out for lying was bad enough, but the woman was right. Doubling down would only cause more problems for her.

      Ratu made a dismissive noise in her throat, then turned away and continued along the path. The trail became slightly treacherous as stones had come loose and slid away when stepped on. Thin rivulets of water had formed in places to create slippery streams.

      Feeling like she should say something, Ingrid looked up and cleared her throat. “Look, I don’t know that it matters, but in my experience, a lot of creatures I’ve met weren’t really worthy of being worshipped is all. I’m jaded, I’ll admit it. But that’s a result of the work I do.”

      “And what is this work you do, hmm?” Ratu looked back over her shoulder. “The Order claims they are here to maintain the balance, but to what end? Where would the world be right now if magic and science had been allowed to coexist all along?”

      Ingrid felt her cheeks become hot. “Who can say? Some people think humanity would be enslaved.”

      “By who?” Ratu arched an eyebrow.

      Ingrid shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. Dracula. Pack of werewolves. Maybe even a dragon.” She noticed Quetzalli looked back at her for that last one. “That’s right, dragons still exist. They’re just hidden away is all.”

      “Ah. I see.” Ratu snapped her fingers, causing the light show on the walls to come to an end. “And you think that’s not true now? That a vampire isn’t secretly running Wall Street, or that werewolves don’t have a stranglehold on the world’s saffron supply?”

      “That’s an oddly specific comment.”

      “Maybe.” Ratu sniffed. “But you haven’t answered my question.”

      Ingrid opened her mouth but recognized she had just walked into a trap. Choosing her words carefully, she continued. “If that were true, then they’re only doing what any human could, without using magic. Sure, a vampire can skip generational wealth and have it all to themselves, and would likely have a better grasp of economics. And good for those werewolves, using their natural talents to do whatever the fuck you do to conquer the saffron supply.”

      “What do dragons do?” Quetzalli looked genuinely curious. “If they’re still around, they’re doing something, right?”

      Ingrid bit her lip, unsure what she was even allowed to say. “Honestly, they mostly hold us at ransom. All that gold in Fort Knox? Gone. We moved it to a secure location and give a bit of it each year to a massive earth dragon that sleeps under the continental United States.”

      “Why?” asked Quetzalli. “Shouldn’t the Order simply kill it?”

      “Ha! They would if they could. This thing is perhaps the largest creature on record. There’s a whole team who spends every day increasing the dragon’s hoard just to keep it from waking up.”

      “Sounds kind of like worship.” Quetzalli actually stopped to look back. “We give you gold, you don’t blow us all up.”

      “I…” Ingrid blinked her eyes, suddenly stunned. “Never thought of it like that.”

      “I wouldn’t find yourself at fault.” Ratu let out a huge sigh. “Worship can take many forms, child. When I was young, your people worshipped mine and we repaid them in kind. Gave them blessings, brought rain during drought. It was meant to be a beneficial relationship, though there were many who became parasites. But that’s true of any intelligent creature.”

      “But it all changed,” added Quetzalli. “With better technology, people needed us less, or thought they did. The church grew in power, and many creatures found themselves having nothing to offer the locals that mass religion couldn’t promise. The balance of power shifted.”

      Ratu bobbed her head enthusiastically. “Not only that, but humanity had its magic locked away. That was the beginning of the end for the relationship between man and myth.”

      “I disagree,” said Ingrid. “Plenty of people used magic to sow chaos and gain power.”

      “And yet your kind hoards treasure much like a dragon does to the same effect.” Quetzalli snorted. “Power abhors a vacuum.”

      Ingrid narrowed her eyes at Quetzalli, more suspicious than ever. For the longest time, she had figured Quetzalli was just a sexy side piece for Mike, a harmless cryptid with access to lightning magic. Now Ingrid wondered if she was something more, maybe even something from the fae realm. The presence of the fairies heavily supported this theory.

      The tunnel eventually leveled out, and the surface transformed, revealing dark basalt. The air had a foul odor, causing Ingrid to wrinkle her nose.

      “Let me know if you get light-headed,” said Ratu, pulling back one of her fireballs. She tugged at its sides and split it into three separate pieces that she sent ahead. “We have plenty of air, but it’s mixed up with some other stuff.”

      “Okay, thanks.” Stewing over how badly the previous conversation went, Ingrid fell back on the fundamentals she had been taught during her childhood. Magic had been sealed away; that much she knew. It was why she had to rely on magical implements for more powerful spells. Sure, she could summon up magical barriers but needed a conduit for anything more nuanced than that.

      Every member of the Order had the ability to tap into their own personal mana well, but not everybody had one. Most people had mana to some degree, but it was like a vestigial organ, useless and not entirely understood. It was the same reason children were more likely to see spirits or gain brief moments of precognition. Without any sort of training, that tiny amount faded away to nothing as an adult.

      That was just one reason the Order collected children and raised them. It was almost impossible for an adult to regain access to their magic. It was like trying to spontaneously regrow a limb. If she had been a year or so older, she absolutely couldn’t have become a mage. Knighthood would have been possible, but she would have started at a massive deficit.

      They continued through the tunnel for perhaps another hour, Quetzalli occasionally muttering to herself in a language Ingrid didn’t recognize. When Ratu had asked what the problem was, Quetzalli revealed that she hated not being able to see the sky. Ingrid felt the same way but decided to keep her thoughts to herself.

      In truth, she was just trying to keep her shit together. The dull pain in her twisted ankle constantly cried out for her attention, and the mental toll of the last twenty-four hours was finally catching up to her. She wanted nothing more than to lie down somewhere and sleep it off. Usually when she got this way, she would either talk through her problems with Wallace or fuck him to improve her mood. When this mission was over, she planned on scheduling time off and utilizing one of the therapists the Order had on file. The last thing she wanted was for this mission to become the thing that finally broke her.

      “I won’t be broken,” she whispered, her voice echoing off the walls. It was the same mantra that had gotten her through her experience with the drakes and every other disaster since then. When it was just her against the world, she refused to succumb to the cracks.

      “Is it getting warmer in here?” asked Quetzalli from up ahead.

      Ratu frowned and knelt in the tunnel. She placed a hand on the ground and closed her eyes. “It is,” she said. “But there shouldn’t be any reason for it to⁠—”

      The world rumbled around them, and the vent behind them started to collapse. The three of them broke into a run, sprinting forward as the earth fell apart.

      “Can’t you stabilize it?” shouted Ingrid.

      Ratu’s face was twisted up, serpentine features manifesting as flames curled around her fingertips. “I can’t,” she hissed, her tongue flickering briefly. The walls in front of them cracked apart, revealing another passageway. “I’m not doing this!”

      “Shit.” Ingrid drew her wand, holding it tight in her fist. Quetzalli tripped over a rock and fell, but Ingrid paused long enough to pull the woman back up. She received a nasty shock for her efforts.

      “Sorry,” Quetzalli muttered, scowling in frustration.

      “Move!” cried Ratu, turning around and flaring her hands. The tunnel walls were still closing in, but debris was falling all around them. A stone arch deflected the falling rocks long enough for Ingrid and Quetzalli to get away, and the three of them now ran together.

      The sound of the earth slamming shut behind them was only slightly more sinister than the crumbling sound of the passageway ahead ripping itself open. Sweat poured down Ingrid’s face, pain now shooting up her leg with every other step. Her ankle had been fine all day, but she had likely twisted it again. She was now driven by enough adrenaline that she would have to pay that particular price later.

      The ground cracked open beneath them, revealing smooth rock that they slid across. Ratu transformed into a snake and caught Ingrid and Quetzalli in her coils as they slid.

      “We can’t separate!” she declared as they slid down a polished obsidian slope. “I won’t be able to protect you!”

      Ingrid was no longer worried about being protected. Whatever was toying with them was far above their weight class. All she could do was hope they weren’t on the menu as Ratu’s fire was extinguished and they were plunged into darkness.

      The steep slide abruptly leveled off, and they slid as a unit across smooth obsidian glass. Suddenly, all movement stopped and Ingrid was tossed free of Ratu’s coils. Summoning a magical shield around herself, she collided with a stone wall and came to a halt. The fairies fluttered up into the air, the light from their bodies illuminating a chamber made of stone that terminated in a wall made of cracked and flaking obsidian. The room felt like a sauna, and Ingrid staggered to her feet.

      “Quetzalli?” Ingrid looked around for the silver-haired woman and found her in a small alcove beneath the rocks. She ran over and helped pull Quetzalli free but saw that she was bleeding from a nasty cut on her forehead.

      “Here, let me look at that.” She moved to examine the wound.

      “Don’t touch me there,” said Quetzalli, pushing Ingrid back and opening eyes that revealed an electrical storm within. A massive electrical charge was building around her, and Ingrid took several steps back.

      “Are you…okay?” asked Ingrid.

      “Hurt and angry,” growled Quetzalli as electrical streamers danced all across her body. “Having trouble…controlling myself.”

      “Ugh.” Ratu had transformed into her human form and was lying on her back, clutching her head with both eyes closed. “What did we even hit?”

      “A wall.” Ingrid gestured toward the rocky surface with her wand, which was still in her hand. “Can’t miss it.”

      “A wall?” Ratu opened her eyes and squinted as if looking into the sun. “I don’t feel a wall there.”

      Ingrid frowned and tapped the wall with her wand. “It’s right here,” she said, then fell backward when the stone she had touched slid open to reveal a massive citrine eye.

      Her scream was lost in the rumblings of the earth.

      ---

      Movement through the Big Bog was difficult, even with Leilani helping. They found some shallow streams that the mermaid used her magic on to create a path for them to walk on, but the ceaseless rain had chilled Mike to the core. His stomach growled, upset with his all-fruit diet, and he wanted nothing more than to have dry feet again.

      Daisy shivered against his crotch. The fairy had gotten chilly long ago, so Mike had tucked her down the front of his pants, where she had made a quick nest of his pubic hair and potentially gone to sleep. It had stopped raining for almost an hour but had quickly resumed. With no direct sunlight, there was nothing to warm him back up.

      Opal stayed right behind him the entire time, her body constantly pushing out sticks and leaves that she accidentally absorbed. Her legs wobbled, the high moisture making it difficult for her to maintain rigidity. If not for the fact that Ratu had spent an entire year trying to help stabilize Opal’s body composition, the poor slime would probably be back in her decanter already.

      With just over an hour to sundown, he was relieved to discover they were less than a mile out from their destination. A dark crevasse was visible in the cliffs ahead, and his best guess was that they were headed for a cave. However, the steady beating of drums soon filled the air, and he felt his heart drop.

      “We should split up,” said Leilani, her voice trembling. “As long as they don’t see you with me, you should be fine. Just remember to bow down if you see them, show them respect. This is their land, their home.” She shivered. “None of my people ever encountered them here. It has to be because of Francois.”

      Mike studied Leilani. She was already scanning the area, her eyes shifting nervously. The clouds above had descended, filling the area with fog. The skeletons had been gone for quite some time now, but it seemed that one problem had replaced another.

      “No.” Mike moved to Leilani’s side and took her hand in his. “You’re with me now. I won’t leave you behind.”

      “But—” Leilani looked over Mike’s shoulder and gasped. He spun around to see torches being carried toward them through the trees.

      “C’mon.” He pulled Leilani behind him. “If we hurry, we can cross the property line before they catch us. I’m hoping that will keep them out.”

      The rainforest rustled around them, despite the lack of wind. Mike jogged forward through the moisture and the muck, his senses expanding outward. The spiders had all gone quiet, which was a really bad sign. Branches shifted out of the way to allow them to pass, but now he saw dozens of vines and snakes dangling from them.

      “Do you feel that?” asked Leilani. Her gait was uneven, and she was gasping for air.

      “Feel what?” he asked.

      “It’s like somebody is squeezing my chest.”

      Mike looked around but saw nothing out of the ordinary. When he switched to his soul sight, the land came alive like it was on fire. Spiritual energy permeated the land, sliding over and through it like they were living things. He didn’t know if this was what Leilani was sensing, but the sight of it was overwhelming.

      It took some concentration, but he was able to focus only on their pursuers. Spirits appeared through the vegetation, carrying weapons made for battle along with their torches. The drumbeat of the forest chased them right through the trees and into a clearing at the base of a cliff. A large crack in the cliff above transformed into the mouth of a twenty-foot-tall cave at its base, and Mike’s magic reacted almost immediately to the sight. This cave was the start of his property. If they could just get inside, they should be safe.

      “Not so fast.” An old woman stepped forward from the darkness of the cave, her earthen eyes tinged with red. Her head was adorned with a crown of kika blossoms, and she wore a white dress that only came to her knees. She crossed her arms and stood her ground as Mike, Leilani, and Opal all slid to a stop on the muddy ground.

      The mermaid picked up her trident, but Mike grabbed her by the shoulder and pushed her behind him. He didn’t know who the woman was or what she wanted, but powerful magic radiated off her in waves.

      The Nightmarchers surrounded the clearing, their unfathomable eyes on the trio in the middle. They weren’t attacking yet, which was probably due to the woman’s presence.

      Mike took a deep breath and let it out. “Don’t do anything,” he told Leilani. “And definitely don’t react negatively.”

      “Who is she?” asked the princess.

      “Not sure,” he said. “But it would be a very bad idea to make her angry.”

      The woman smiled. Though she appeared to be a native islander, the golden light only he could see radiating out from her body told a very different story. When she spoke next, her voice resonated with power, and the mountain trembled beneath them.

      “At long last we meet, Caretaker.”
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      The mood among the SoS ranged wildly from somber to full of simmering rage. Cyrus watched as several of the men spent hours going over their weaponry, breaking down weapons and then reassembling them, just for something to do with their nervous energy.

      Laurel’s team was among the first to be sent on patrol after the doll incident. The mage had hesitated only briefly when Darius gave the command, and it became clear early on that arguing would be counterproductive. Rumors among the Order were already circulating that the director had been pissed when their search had yielded nothing and the SoS had immediately doubled their price. With that much money on the line, it was clear results were expected, and soon.

      Darius had made several phone calls during this period, but Cyrus didn’t know to whom. The man had spoken in at least three different languages, one of which he didn’t recognize. He had asked Eulalie discreetly if she was listening to those calls, but the rat queen was not. Apparently even magical rats had their limitations.

      After morning came and they weren’t attacked, a small squad of men had taken their injured comrade for medical treatment. Cyrus had asked how they would explain the injury to the ER doctors, at which point some of the men had chuckled. Apparently, if they said their buddy slipped and landed on it while naked, the ER would just assume it was a weird sex thing and ask no further questions. The old mage hadn’t bothered inquiring how this was somehow common knowledge.

      With the anxious energy building up, Cyrus decided to take a walk off the property. The SoS wasn’t paying any attention to him that he was aware of, which was for the best. Though a few members of the Order deferred to him, he had been completely supplanted by Laurel and the director.

      Away from the Radley estate, he made it a couple of blocks when Eulalie’s voice chirped in his ear.

      “You out?” she asked, her tone playful.

      “No,” he muttered quietly. “Wouldn’t mind a nap though.”

      “There’s a park up ahead on your left. You could probably find somewhere to lie down if you wanted. It’s rarely busy during the week.”

      He cast his eyes up but didn’t see whatever Eulalie was watching him with. The park was nearly empty, so he found himself a bench tucked away in a garden and stretched out, his hands behind his head.

      With so much agitating just under the surface, he doubted he would find sleep. At least, that was what he thought, but when he blinked, the sun had shifted across the sky and was nearing the horizon. Yawning, he sat up and rubbed his eyes. He had slept for most of the day.

      “I was wondering when you would wake up.” The voice made him do a double take, and he realized he was sitting next to Dana. He hadn’t seen the zombie recently, but she looked to be in far better shape than usual. She was in yoga pants that left little to the imagination and a tank top that said My Girlfriend Is Hotter than Yours.

      “How long have you been sitting there?” he asked, scratching his beard.

      “Not long,” she replied nonchalantly.

      “About twenty minutes,” said Eulalie in his ear.

      “Huh. Is everything okay?” he asked.

      Dana slouched back, casting her sullen gaze forward across the park. “No,” she muttered. “Ever since your new buddies tried to break in, I’ve been asked to get more directly involved. That’s not good news for them.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She lifted an eyebrow. “To start with, I’m annoyed I got pulled away from my project. But the real issue is you have a house full of women who are planning to absolutely tear everyone apart. Jenny has things under control for now, but the fact that the SoS hasn’t packed up means they’re gonna double down.”

      “Fuck.” Cyrus sighed. “You’re right though. I just don’t know how they’re going to do it.”

      “More like triple down.” Cyrus’s earpiece filled with the sound of clacking keys. “More money is being transferred as we speak,” said Eulalie.

      “They asked for double,” Cyrus replied.

      “That’s not what I’m seeing. Roughly five times the original amount has been sent out to a couple of different locations. Based on some flight data I’ve been monitoring, I think the SoS is bringing in more people.”

      “But why? It doesn’t make sense. The plan didn’t work.”

      “You’re right, it didn’t. That means a new plan.” Dana took something out of her pocket and handed it to Cyrus. “You’re going to want to wear this.”

      “What is it?” He opened his hand to reveal a silver band with symbols engraved on the inside.

      “Something Zel and Yuki whipped up. If things get messy, that will help us know right where you are.”

      “So you can save my butt?” he asked.

      “More like avoid it. If a fight is about to start, we don’t want to accidentally trample you in the process.” Dana stood up and shoved earbuds into her ears. “Or drop a thousand pounds of ice on your head.

      “You’ve gotten stronger,” he said, noticing something was very different about the zombie. It was how she moved that tipped him off. When he had first fought with her, it had been raw strength and stamina. Now her movements were smooth and fluid, those of a practiced killer.

      “Perhaps.” She contemplated him for a moment. “You’re a good man, Cyrus.”

      “Excuse me?” He blinked up at her.

      “There was a time when you could have taken the easy way out. You could have told those people everything you knew in exchange for getting as far away from here as possible. But you didn’t. Honestly, you deserve better.” Dana pulled out her phone and touched the screen. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m gonna go for a little jog. Not all of us can sit on our asses using drones.”

      “You could be in here with me piloting them!” shouted Eulalie in the earpiece, causing Cyrus to wince. “Shit, I’m sorry, only she was supposed to hear that.”

      Dana grinned, then jogged away. Cyrus watched her go, then smiled to himself as he rose from the bench. His joints actually creaked on the way up. That was what he got for pulling an all-nighter and then sleeping on a bench.

      There would be plenty of time to rest once all this bullshit was over. He limped toward the entrance of the park and was grateful when the pain in his hip subsided by the time he made it to the sidewalk.

      The SoS were planning something that would require more people. Shoving more mercenaries into the house wasn’t going to be enough to change anything. What else could they even do?

      He thought back to Dana’s comment about being a good man. Hearing those words spooked him more than a little, because they reminded him of something the Oracle had said when last they spoke. He had told the Oracle he believed Mike Radley to be a good man, and was certainly better than either of them had deserved.

      Thinking back to that meeting, he couldn’t help but wonder if there was a clue in the Oracle’s twisted words that would lead him to a potential answer to his current situation, but soon gave up. He hadn’t thought much about their conversation since then, and it wasn’t like he could ask. The Oracle had been moved last year after somebody broke into a top secret facility and nearly abducted the thing.

      No, not thing. Person was probably the wrong word for what the Oracle was, but it was the best word Cyrus had. If there had been one regret about his time with the Order, it was how he had deliberately distanced himself from the mythical beings he had sworn to protect. In truth, the Order was all about maintaining the balance between the world of magic and humans, but that line had become so blurry recently that he could no longer see it. When he had left the Order, there had been good people there who still maintained that balance.

      But he knew better now. Somehow, that balance had been tipped, and Cyrus wasn’t even certain it was in anybody’s favor except the Order itself. The organization he had devoted his entire life to had become the very thing he would despise the most. Those men on the front lawn of Mike’s house were a testament to how far the Order had fallen, and he now faced a powerful machine he doubted he could actually stop.

      Standing on the edge of Mike’s property, he paused to stare up at the stone lions. They were supposedly powerful protectors, but it was a fact he could only take on faith. If the SoS had gone in with wands instead of guns, perhaps they would have been properly cowed. Looking at the small group of men and women that were essentially camped on Mike’s driveway, he wondered what options were even left to him.

      “Hey. Are you okay?” Eulalie’s voice was quiet.

      Cyrus shook his head and walked toward the tent. An inkling of an idea had formed in the back of his head, but it would be difficult to pull off. It would require a tremendous amount of stealth and would absolutely put his safety at risk.

      But if it worked? The hired killers would be off Mike’s lawn soon enough.

      When he got to the tent, he noticed a few new faces among the SoS but not enough to account for the newly hired forces Eulalie had reported. Near the front of the structure, Laurel stood by the entrance with dark shadows under her eyes. Her hair had come loose, and she looked like a woman on the edge.

      “Are you okay, Sister Laurel?” Cyrus moved next to her slowly, wary of the wand tightly clenched in her hands.

      “It’s that stupid fucking doll,” she muttered breathlessly. “We were using comms to keep in touch with the teams, but she hijacked them. It started with stupid shit like nursery rhymes, but then things got personal.”

      “How so?” Cyrus had to fight to keep a grin from forming.

      When Laurel’s eyes met his, he was slightly frightened to see a hint of madness in them. Clearly Jenny wasn’t just hitting a nerve but had somehow dug deep into Laurel’s psyche and carved away a necessary piece.

      “It’s like she’s inside my head,” Laurel whispered, her eyes darting from side to side. “She keeps talking about things only I could know, tormenting me with my own mistakes.”

      Cyrus looked at a few Order members milling about. They looked tired but nowhere near as manic as Laurel did. While the doll was no mind reader, she was capable of picking up other people’s emotions. If anything, she was playing Laurel like a fiddle. “Is she doing that to everyone?”

      Laurel nodded, her pupils unnaturally wide. “They all heard her. She’s been talking to everyone with comms—SoS, Order, it doesn’t matter. But they all act like it’s no big deal, like the things she is saying don’t bother them. She keeps telling me it’s because I’m weak, that I’m not strong enough, but she doesn’t know me, Cyrus. She can’t understand!” Her voice was rising in volume, and a couple of Order people threw her troubled looks before wandering away.

      “Maybe it’s time you stepped back for a bit,” said Cyrus, but Laurel grabbed his collar with one hand, her wand perilously close to his face in the other.

      “Don’t you see? That’s what she wants!” Laurel licked her lips, her eyes shifting to the house. “She knows I have her figured out. Ooh, she knows, and that’s why she’s trying to get rid of me.”

      “I assume you stopped using the comms.” Cyrus was stuck between offering genuine advice and simply letting Laurel lie in the bed she’d made. “That way, she won’t bother you anymore.”

      As if on cue, a high-pitched giggle broke the silence on the front lawn. Almost immediately, weapons were drawn and everybody backed toward the entrance of the tent. Laurel was breathing hard, her wand pointed up at the house.

      “Sometimes I hear her without the comms,” she whispered. “I think she’s out here with us.”

      “Where is Mads?” he asked.

      “I. Don’t. Know.” Laurel was grinding her teeth now, her eyes darting back and forth. Cyrus put his hand on her shoulder slowly to avoid startling her. “One moment, he was there. The next? Gone!”

      “C’mon,” he said, pushing her toward the tent. “It’s warded, which means you can get a break from the doll.”

      “She’s not a doll, she’s a demon.” Laurel shuddered. “I’m supposed to be in charge of the perimeter.”

      “I’ll take full responsibility. Blame it on me.” He pushed a little harder. “You can tell the director I tried to pull rank. It’s okay.”

      “Pulled…rank?” Hope and understanding appeared in her eyes. “Yes. You’re pulling rank. The director isn’t here. He’ll understand.”

      Nodding grimly, Cyrus guided the woman into the tent. Once they were safely inside the warded structure, Laurel visibly deflated as she found somewhere to sit. She held tight to her wand as if it was a talisman, then slumped forward and closed her eyes.

      “Jenny has that effect on people,” said Eulalie through the earpiece.

      “Is the doll really a demon?” he asked, scratching his chin and pretending to talk to himself.

      “No.” Eulalie chuckled. “She’s just had a lot of practice.”

      “I wonder if we have anything in the kit from the Catholic church.” He wandered over to where the Order kept some of its supplies, muttering to himself to keep up the ruse. In fact, his idea from earlier was already evolving, and he made sure to wander past some members of the SoS on his way. “I don’t think holy water would work, but what if we had some sacred iron?”

      For a moment, he thought the men were ignoring him, but one finally spoke up. “Sacred iron? What’s that?”

      Cyrus looked up as if he hadn’t noticed the men there. “Hmm? Oh, sorry, just muttering to myself.”

      “You said something about sacred iron,” said another man, his features hidden from view by a full-face mask. “And that demon.”

      “Oh, you mean the doll?” He looked around to see if anyone else was listening. “We’re not sure what she is. I mean, we haven’t positively identified the type of entity yet, so it’s just a theory.”

      “It’s a damned good theory.” The man leaned forward, using the butt of his rifle to support his weight. “That bitch didn’t just hurt one of our own, she disrespected us. If you think you have something that will hurt her, you tell us right now.”

      “Uh…” Cyrus pretended to engage in an inner debate, then looked around again. Nobody in a leadership role was nearby, so he took a seat next to the armed men and nodded toward them conspiratorially. “I’m not really supposed to talk about this, but these are desperate times. I’m sure you’re all aware of the effect of iron on a lot of paranormal entities, yes?”

      The men nodded. This was common knowledge. The science guys at the Order believed it had something to do with iron’s receptivity to magnetism, but Cyrus often felt like magic didn’t require an explanation.

      “Well, you guys know the Order is always coming up with new ways to protect themselves from…monsters.” For some reason, it was harder to say that word than ever before. He gestured toward the house for emphasis. “Demons, in particular, are extremely dangerous. Part of the reason for this is their rarity. Whenever we come up with something new, we might not have a chance to field-test it. And if it fails, well…” He slid his thumb across his neck and made a cutting sound. “Innovation in this field is difficult for that reason.”

      “That makes sense.” The masked man looked at his compatriots. “We’ve dealt with some demon shit before, but they usually run at the first sight of a priest or whatever.”

      Cyrus nodded. “If that thing in there is a demon, I don’t think it would care if we brought a priest in.”

      Eulalie chuckled in his ear. “You have no idea how right you are,” she muttered.

      “Sometimes we run across demons who don’t give a shit about divine intervention. So that means weaponry. Demons are notorious for making you fight them up close. That way, they can get inside your head, just like this one is doing. Some are powerful enough to read your thoughts, even.” He looked over at Laurel, who was now biting her nails. Her performance was perfect right now for his needs. “So they decided to work on something more tactical. Something more…parabolic.” Now he looked at the barrel of the gun in front of him.

      “Demon bullets?” The man snorted.

      Cyrus waved his hand dismissively. “The bullet is just the delivery mechanism. Look, maybe it was stupid to even bring this up.”

      “Keep talking.”

      Cyrus lowered his voice. “I was part of this project. If you guys wanted me to, I could alter some of your ammunition. That way, if you get a clean shot…” He made a popping sound. “You’ll send her straight back to Hell.”

      The men all looked at one another, communicating solely through their eyes. The man in the mask eventually nodded, then looked back at the old mage. “And you said it will work?”

      “Never field-tested,” Cyrus replied with a shrug. “Which is why I hesitated to bring it up. But it definitely worked on demons we summoned. So unless all of them knew to collapse in on themselves in a ball of hellfire…”

      “How many rounds?” asked the man. He pulled a spare magazine from his pocket and handed it over.

      “Um…” This would be the tricky part. Sacred iron wasn’t even a real thing. What he really needed was a bullet he could hide an enchantment inside of but that the SoS wouldn’t default to automatically. That meant sidearms, or backup weapons. “Nine-millimeter rounds would be best, but they have to be hollow points. I need room for the reagent is all. It shouldn’t affect your aim. Maybe…twenty rounds by this afternoon?”

      Already, the men were pulling spare magazines from their vests and checking them before handing them over. Cyrus got three magazines in total, tucking the ammo away in his coat.

      “It’ll only take one shot,” he whispered, making eye contact with each of the men. “When I give these back, definitely spread them out. Also, it might be best to keep this info from the higher-ups. We already know the demon is getting inside their heads, and it’s definitely targeting the people in charge. If it knows what you all are up to…” He left the thought hanging.

      The men nodded, and the masked man clapped a hand on Cyrus’s shoulder.

      “You do your job, and we’ll do ours.” He fist-bumped Cyrus, then shooed him away in dismissal. Cyrus wandered toward the Order supplies and started digging through them.

      “Seriously, though, you all have demon bullets?” Eulalie’s voice rose an octave in excitement. “That sounds awesome.”

      Cyrus cleared his throat and crouched over a crate to hide his face. “No,” he whispered.

      “Oh.” The rat queen sighed. “So since demon bullets aren’t real, I assume that means you’re up to something?”

      “Uh-huh.” Digging through the box, he found the reagents he needed and then stood. He was going to leave the tent and get started on his secret project, but he saw Dirk messing with the projectors. Darius, who had yet to leave the tent, was staring at the empty screen with his hands behind his back. A couple of squad leaders were gathering around as the projector turned on, revealing a picture of the massive tree and Naia’s fountain nearby.

      “What’s going on here?” asked Cyrus nonchalantly. “Do we have a lead?”

      “That’s on a need-to-know basis,” said Dirk.

      Cyrus held up his hands. “I’m not trying to pry. As you can see, we’re having some leadership problems of our own and I’m currently in command.” He tilted his head toward Laurel. The mage was lying down on her side and had fallen fast asleep.

      Dirk looked at Darius, who remained silent for several seconds. The SoS commander looked at Cyrus with eyes that seemed to simmer with rage, but his face was neutral.

      “We’re planning a new approach,” he replied, then gestured toward the images. “Since we cannot breach the perimeter of the house, we are forced to find a way to bring its denizens out. Your director has asked us to secure the package via trading assets.”

      “Trading assets?” Cyrus frowned. “What assets?”

      “That fountain is home to a magical nymph. If the supply of water becomes blocked, she dies.” Darius gestured to the fountain. “So we’re going to try to blow it up.”

      “What?!” Eulalie yelled so loud that Cyrus flinched.

      “Um, wait, so we’re planning to kill the nymph?”

      Darius nodded. “If need be. The real plan is to lure out the others and capture them. Then we can barter for what your director wants. We have supplies coming right now in order to take them into custody, and have even hired a specialist to assist.”

      “A specialist?” Who on earth could specialize in detaining magical beings that wasn’t already part of the Order? In his earpiece, he could hear Eulalie frantically chattering both to herself and somebody else, but she was going so fast he couldn’t understand her.

      Darius nodded. “We have some other moving parts, but we’ll start once we’re ready. I assume we’ll have your team’s full cooperation?”

      “Naturally.” With Laurel falling apart, he would be able to take command of the Order once again, even if only temporarily. He thought about how best to guide his people to protect not only them but Mike Radley’s family. Thinking about the bullets in his pocket, he wondered if upscaling his current plan was possible.

      First, he would have to figure out where all his people were. With Mads noticeably missing, he suspected Jenny had taken more than a few of them. Maybe he would find some mages willing to put in some extra time on his new project.

      “Sir.” An SoS operative rose from his position by the computers and looked at Darius. “The specialist is here.”

      Darius raised an eyebrow, the shadow of a smile appearing on his face. He looked at Dirk first, then his gaze settled on Cyrus. “Would you please bring in our guest?” he asked.

      Cyrus nodded, then excused himself from the tent. Back outside, a sleek black town car had parked next to the other vehicles. When the doors opened, armed SoS agents emerged from the vehicle, their eyes intensely scanning the roof of the Radley house.

      Curious who would require such a retinue, he watched in silence as a woman stepped out. She wore a simple dress, and her long, braided hair had been tightly coiled up in a bun. He recognized her face immediately.

      “You’re Elizabeth,” he said, locking eyes with the woman. Though she looked to be in her late thirties, he sensed the woman looking back at him was far older than her outer appearance. “From the Historical Preservation Society.”

      She smirked in his direction and held up a letter. “I am,” she stated, walking toward Cyrus. “Your people found me this morning, quite by accident, and I had a little chat with your director. We came to a deal.”

      “You were part of a secret cabal.”

      “I was, and now it’s gone. Was pretty much being forced to work for them, you know how it is.” She smiled weakly and handed over the letter. “Per your director, my eventual release hinges on my cooperation with your operation here. You’ll find me quite knowledgeable about what the denizens of this home are capable of.”

      Uncertain how to respond, Cyrus opened the printout. He scowled at the letter giving Elizabeth full rights and access to his team, including a leadership role. It bothered him how easily he would have rolled with this if he hadn’t already known the whole operation was crooked. The Order was severely lacking in critical thinkers, and he knew now it was by design.

      “Let’s go meet the man in charge,” he said and gestured toward the tent. Elizabeth clasped her hands together in front of her body and moved past him. Cyrus shivered as her shadow passed over him, sucking the heat from his body.

      Turning, he followed her into the tent, where she immediately walked toward Darius, unprompted. The two gave each other a look of recognition, then turned their attention to the screen. In his ear, Eulalie had stopped chattering, and he could only assume they were working on a plan of their own.

      Once he was satisfied that nobody was paying attention, he snuck away. If he was going to make a difference, he needed to get to work right now.

      ---

      Mike felt his magic stirring, eager to act but uncertain how. The woman tilted her head, her dark eyes studying Leilani first, then settling on Opal. He looked over the stranger’s shoulder, noting she had actually emerged from inside his property line. There would be no safety for them if they managed to cross the line, so whatever came next depended on what the goddess wanted.

      “I’m afraid you have me at a loss,” he confessed, ignoring the spirits that had now packed in so tightly that he could no longer see through their ethereal forms. “I wasn’t expecting to find somebody here.”

      “And you shouldn’t have. My involvement in these matters was meant to be a secret, for reasons you will understand very soon.” She walked toward Mike, divinity radiating from her like light from a star. “For you see, I am the final line of defense in this place, Caretaker.”

      “You’re the guardian?” he asked.

      She snorted. “Hardly. Consider me a very invested third party. The guardian of this place would recognize your authority immediately, perhaps even welcome you. I, on the other hand, am here to ensure you are worthy of this place.”

      “By what mechanism?” asked Leilani, her voice quieter than usual.

      “This man is an outsider, daughter of the waters.” The goddess stepped past Mike to confront the mermaid. “He knows not of the old traditions, nor can we expect him to understand. This place was never meant for his kind, yet they have taken it. Our ancestral lands now belong to men and women of means, some who rarely walk our shores. These islands were not created for those who worship greed and power. I have been here since the beginning and shall judge him in whatever manner seems fit.”

      “I am Princess Leilani, of the⁠—”

      The goddess held up her hand, and Leilani froze. “I’m not interested in your opinions. You have not known him long, and I can smell him on your flesh. When you get to be my age, you learn the whims of youth are no excuse for the wisdom of experience.” She then turned to Opal. “As for you, I have no idea what manner of creature you are. You are made from the stuff of gods, yet your spirit is new like a child’s.”

      Opal nodded introspectively, then signed to Mike.

      “This is Opal,” said Mike, translating out loud. “She wants you to know she means no disrespect, but she is unable to reply verbally.”

      “You have interesting companions.” The goddess turned back to Mike. “And is that a fairy I sense?”

      Daisy came out of hiding and gave a shy wave.

      “Daisy is the same,” Mike added. “By the way, my name is Mike Radley. By what name may I address you?”

      The goddess arched her eyebrows. “What an interesting way to ask that question.”

      “I got into a fight once with the queen of the fae,” he explained. “I learned from her that names are important, especially to the gods.”

      “And would you presume to know who I am?” she asked.

      “I would not,” he admitted. “Before we came here, I studied some of the lore, but it’s been watered down. I’ve also learned a bit about how divinity works, and that who you used to be may be vastly different from who you are now.”

      “Good.” She stepped forward, her face now inches from his own. Though the air was cool and wet, he could feel the intense heat emanating from her flesh. “How about now?”

      He wasn’t about to be baited into such a trap. “I have some ideas,” he admitted. “But I would prefer to hear what you would like to be called.”

      “Interesting. Very interesting.” Her eyes searched his, but he could feel her gaze across his very soul. “Arrogance is a natural byproduct of the quest for power. You radiate strength, yet it would appear you are not one who seeks it.”

      “That’s not entirely true,” he admitted. “I’ve worked hard to become stronger.”

      “Working to become stronger is a far different path from simply taking that strength for yourself.” The woman took a step back and crossed her arms. “If I should let you pass, what comes next? Why have you come here?”

      “I was brought here by the Order,” Mike replied. “They said a dangerous creature came down from this place and boiled the bay, killing several of Leilani’s people. They wanted my help in hunting it down.”

      “And you believed them?” she asked.

      “I wanted to seek the truth for myself. A creature capable of doing such a thing is dangerous, but it’s more important to understand why it happened.”

      “And if there was a good reason? What then? Will you just walk away?”

      “No.” Mike shook his head. “I need to learn what that reason was and find a way to fix it. This place has become a refuge for the merfolk, and I don’t want them to be chased away by a problem I could have fixed.”

      “I see.” The ground rumbled, but the goddess didn’t seem to notice. “And what if I told you I was the one who boiled the bay?”

      Leilani flinched, but Mike kept his gaze on the goddess. “Then I would ask you why,” he said.

      “What if you don’t like my answer?” The irises of the goddess blazed with fire.

      “I doubt I would like your answer, regardless of your motivations. A lot of people died, and that’s never good. Still, I will ask what I can do to help.”

      “Hmm.” The fire in her eyes vanished, and she took a step back. “The queen of the fae taught you well.”

      “It was not an easy lesson.”

      “Lessons from the fae realm rarely are.” The goddess turned to look at the mouth of the cave. A small white dog emerged from the darkness, sniffing at the rocks before wagging its tail. “And what are you doing here?”

      The dog barked twice, then came over to sit next to her feet. The goddess knelt and rubbed the spot between its ears. Mike couldn’t help but notice the dog itself wasn’t entirely here. Its body seemed more like thick vapor than anything else.

      “Your companions have arrived,” she said, taking a step toward the cave. “It would be rude to leave them waiting.”

      “So do I pass?” Mike asked, moving behind the goddess.

      “For now.” She paused at the edge of the opening, her toes right at the property line. “My name is Pele-honu-amea. You may call me Pele.”

      Behind him, Leilani gasped, but Mike didn’t react. Pele was perhaps the most infamous of the Hawaiian gods, notorious for her fiery temper. However, she was also a devoted protector of her people. Whatever came next, he needed to make sure he stayed on her good side. When Pele continued onward, he followed.

      They were only a few feet into the cave when Pele paused and turned around. “Stop doing that,” she said. Mike looked over his shoulder to see Leilani had bowed down, her forehead on the damp soil. Behind her, the Nightmarchers had all vanished into the foliage.

      “I mean no disrespect,” said Leilani. “And I apologize for not recognizing you.”

      Pele smirked and looked at Mike. “I have a bit of a reputation,” she confessed with a wink, then exited the cave and knelt by the mermaid. She whispered something in Hawaiian, and Leilani nodded, then rose. Together, they came back into the cave where Mike and Opal stood. Nearby, the little white dog wagged its tail.

      “Does the dog have a name?” he asked. Opal signed at him, and he nodded in response. “And can Opal pet him?”

      “You may call the dog what you wish. As long as you speak from the heart, he will know you speak to him.” She paused for a moment. “As for petting him, that is also his decision.”

      The goddess continued into the cave with Leilani right behind her, the two of them chatting in the native tongue of the islands. Mike looked at the dog and grinned. “So may Opal pet you?”

      The dog’s tongue lolled out of his mouth as he stared up at Mike for several long moments. Eventually, his tail wagged, and he moved toward the slime girl. Opal knelt and started stroking the dog’s fur. Wispy tendrils of white curled around her fingers, reminding Mike of smoke.

      “Is Smoke an okay name?” he asked. “For us to call you, I mean.”

      Smoke barked in the affirmative.

      “Awesome. C’mon, you two. We’re getting ditched.” He jogged after the others in an attempt to catch up. Behind him, Opal continued to pet the dog for several moments before rising. He had wondered more than once about getting a pet at home, especially for Callisto or Grace. However, Callisto had evinced no interest in pet ownership and Zel had explained that other than falconry, centaurs didn’t technically own any animals.

      As for Grace, Eulalie had quickly explained there was a good chance the little arachne might eat whatever pet they brought home.

      The cave was cool at first, but the temperature quickly rose. Glowing moss along the roof illuminated their path forward, and the trail was smooth and well kept. After several minutes, the cave terminated in a waterfall, where Pele and Leilani had come to a halt.

      “This is it, Caretaker. Once we cross the veil, there is no going back from the truth.” Pele turned to face him. “Just know you have inherited a responsibility far larger than any you deserve.”

      Mike frowned. “I know I’m a stranger in your land, but I promise I’ll work hard to be worthy of it.”

      “You misunderstand.” Pele’s voice softened. “When I say you don’t deserve it, I speak from a place of pity. From what little Leilani has told me about you, you sound like a decent man, maybe even an honorable one. I would not wish this fate on either.”

      “Well…that just sounds ominous.” He took a deep breath and sighed. “But if I don’t do this, someone else will. Both the Order and Captain Dickhead want whatever is here, and I don’t trust either of them to do the right thing.”

      “On this we agree.” Pele gestured toward the waterfall. “Come.”

      Mike walked toward the wall of water, then took a deep breath and stepped through it. The water parted, revealing a series of stepping stones to a pond beyond. Instead of being deep inside a mountain, he now stood in a bowl-shaped valley filled with trees. Up above, cumulus clouds had piled into a massive mountain with a hole in the middle, allowing light to shine through. On the other side of the pond, a large cabana had been built along the edge of a cliff.

      The others followed him through, the waterfall filling back in once Smoke and Opal had passed. Once on the opposite shore of the lake, Mike turned around and looked up the side of the mountain.

      “This is an extra-dimensional space,” he said, then looked over at Pele.

      “It is,” she said with a nod. “Are you familiar with how these islands came to be?”

      “Depends on who you ask,” he said. “Science says plate tectonics and volcanism. The stories say your sister tried to kill you.”

      Pele nodded. “And they are both true, in their own way. My relationship with my sister is complicated, but the islands are the result of our battle. My sister holds dominion over the seas, while mine lies in the fire of the earth. When I was young, I was forced to flee our home by canoe. This was how I came upon Hawaii as it was, just a single island in the middle of the ocean.

      “When my sister, Namakaokahai, learned of my location, she came for my head. I barely escaped that time so hid from her wrath. Though her powers were great, her attention was divided. Instead of fleeing, I used my magic and cracked the earth, raising the next island in the chain. And so we repeated this process over thousands of years. Each time she came for me, Namakaokahai was stronger than before, forcing me to build my islands even higher. My strength improved as well, and I was finally able to create a place even she couldn’t consume with her waves.”

      “Kīlauea?” asked Mike. “I read somewhere that you’re supposed to live there.”

      “I like to travel.” Pele grinned. “What use is immortality if I spend all of it in one place?”

      “I’m kind of a homebody.”

      The goddess snorted. “Hardly. Back to my tale, my sister finally gave up in her efforts to claim my life. Even gods grow up sometimes. But before she did, I was already planning the next step. It wasn’t until she failed to kill me on the Big Island that I realized I had outpaced her growth, so this was my backup plan.” She gestured to the valley. “This is the secret island of Hawaii, hidden between the cracks of time and space.”

      “You made a secret island and hid it inside Maui?” Mike looked back at the pond in time to see Leilani jab at the water with her trident. She pulled out a large trout, which she eagerly consumed.

      “Yes and no. I created this place, but I did not tuck it away.” She turned and walked toward the cabana. “That would be the work of the one you call the Architect.”

      “Naturally.” If something weird had been built across time and space, he could count on it being the Architect’s work. “So does this mean you are the host?”

      Pele paused and cocked her head. “Host?”

      “The divine being used to create such a place.” He frowned. “Actually, that wouldn’t make sense. You created this island yourself, right?”

      “I did. The Architect altered it for our needs. Come.” She took Mike to the cabana. Wicker chairs hung from braided ropes looped to the ceiling with a king-size bed in the back. Flower petals had been laid in a circle at the foot of the bed.

      “It’s beautiful,” he said.

      “Yes,” she replied. “But that is not what I wanted you to see. This way.” She held out a hand, and he took it. Her skin was soft, and he felt his magic resonate in response to her touch.

      “Oh.” Pele pulled her hand away and gave him a knowing look. “I forgot about that. We should avoid skin contact.”

      “Is something wrong?” he asked.

      She chuckled. “I am the goddess of many things, passion among one of them. Your natural talents have ignited those feelings in me, and I’m working actively to suppress them.” Pele looked past him to where Opal and Leilani stood, both of them now lavishing Smoke with attention. “I don’t share well,” she admitted.

      “You lead, I’ll follow.” He gestured forward, and the goddess walked to the edge of the cliff.

      A deck had been constructed of stone with wrought-iron railing around the edges. Down below, the bowl-shaped valley was host to a lake in which a tiny island sat. A building had been constructed there, but Mike didn’t recognize the architecture. Wisps of steam curled up from the water around the rocky shores of the island.

      “It’s pretty,” he said.

      “That was my sister.” Pele leaned against the railing and let out a sigh. “When the outsiders came, they destroyed the old pantheons and sent many of us into hiding. There were many gods of the ocean, and they were targeted first. Water is a natural portal to other realms, you know.”

      “I’m aware,” Mike said, then gestured for her to continue.

      “She barely survived her own brush with madness, and it forever changed her. The gods themselves were asked to part with their powers, to disperse it so the old ones could not find their way back to Earth. She shed her divinity like a snake sheds its skin, then tucked it away in the depths of the waters. When the time came, she and the Architect came to me to ask for my help. That lake and the structure beneath it are her bones, laid to rest in this place.”

      “Did you have to give away your powers as well?” he asked. “When the Others came?”

      Pele nodded. “I did. While I may not be as formidable as I once was, I am still the goddess and protector of these lands. I am at my strongest here. But leaving Hawaii is no longer an option. Even setting foot on the shores of your land would take me too far from my domain, and I would be no more than a woman with fiery delusions of grandeur.”

      “I’m sorry.” He leaned on the railing next to her. “That really sucks.”

      Pele said nothing, her eyes on the island below. “My sister was tasked with hiding something,” she explained. “And I believe it is time for you to see it. But first, your friends.”

      “What about them?” He looked back toward the cabana. Leilani was stretched out on the bed while Opal was sitting on the floor, rubbing Smoke’s belly. Daisy had joined in on the fun, burying her whole body in the dog’s fur.

      “Not them. The others.” She pointed at the island below. “They are down there.”

      Mike frowned. “Why? Did they do something wrong?”

      Pele chuckled. “They did not. But they came in beneath the earth, and the guardian intercepted them.”

      “So what is the guardian, anyway?” He followed Pele as she led him along the bluff and onto a steep set of stairs that descended into the caldera. Looking back, he signaled to Leilani and Opal that they were okay to stay behind. Opal gave him a double thumbs-up and started signing to Smoke that he was a very good boy.

      “It wasn’t just the arrival of the outsiders that weakened me,” Pele said as they walked the stone stairs. Mike frowned when he realized she had dodged his question about the guardian. “I assume you are familiar with how belief and divinity are intertwined.”

      “I am.”

      The gods needed believers to acquire more power than they had before. Someday, Yuki would go through the process, maybe even Ratu as well. As for Mike, he doubted he would ever experience such an apotheosis. He had zero interest in followers.

      “Though their numbers were few, the native people here were strong in their beliefs. But some of the deities, they were too greedy. They created a system of taboos that the people would seek to break. So while the strength of our own pantheon was waning, the Christian god’s missionaries came along in the 1800s to finish the job. Losing so many of our followers all at once was like falling ill and never recovering.” Pele looked back at him. “This was part of the reason my sister agreed to the Architect’s scheme.”

      “Oh?”

      She nodded. “Even though so many of our people had stopped believing in us, we never stopped believing in them. They are like our children, and we love them even though we’ve grown apart. My sister wanted to be part of that solution, to leave behind a legacy for our people.”

      “Out of curiosity, why not you?” he asked.

      The ground rumbled beneath him, and Pele sighed. “I’ve asked myself the same thing. Sometimes I wonder if my sister offered because she was hoping I would take her place instead. Maybe she did it solely so she could lord it over me from the afterlife. I knew my people still needed someone to lead them if they ever strayed too far from the path. As for my sister, she realized her own time was coming to an end.”

      “Because people stopped believing in her?”

      The goddess stopped on the steps and looked back at him. “Belief is only one part of the equation,” she said with a sad look in her eyes. “Do you know how many gods are in charge of the ocean?”

      “Several,” he replied. “Or maybe one with many names.”

      She nodded. “A fair statement. It’s not just that my sister has domain over the ocean. She was the ocean. The spirits of the water were interconnected in a way, their territories often overlapping. Some of those gods are gone forever, Caretaker, stolen away by lack of belief or the poison you put in the water.”

      “Pollution?” He frowned. “Are you saying gods can be killed with trash?”

      “Your body is a temple, is it not? If you feed it good food and take care of it, it serves you well. Pollute it with poor nutrition, drugs, and a hard lifestyle, suddenly your body fails you when you need it most.” Pele sighed. “For me, it wasn’t pollution. It was watching my own children turn away from me. If you ever have kids of your own, I hope you never experience such a feeling.”

      She turned and continued down the stairs. “When it first happened, I believed my people would see through the lies and false promises of the missionaries. But I often forget that mortals are very much like children, willing to believe any fairy tale they’ve been told enough times.”

      “God makes false promises?”

      Pele snorted. “No. But his missionaries do. That’s what happens when you stop speaking to them in person and leave an instruction manual instead. A lot is left open for interpretation, and converting believers became more important than spreading the truth.”

      “Which is what?”

      “Every divine being has their own truth, Caretaker. To understand their truth is to know them better.”

      “I see.”

      He followed Pele down the mountain, already begrudging the climb they would have to make back up later. Maybe he’d luck out and there’d be a portal back up, or perhaps he could get Reggie to send some rats out this way to install one. The cabana would work; he just needed to snap some photographs on his phone and get them to the rat king along with general coordinates to make it happen.

      Down by the lake, the smell of sulfur came and went with the wind, and Mike paused to sniff at the air. “It’s safe down here, right?” he asked. “The air won’t hurt me?”

      “If it did, you’d be dead already.” She grinned, showing all her teeth. “I’ve been manipulating the air this whole time. Otherwise, yes, you would have died.”

      “Ah. Well thank you, then.” They moved toward the shore where a canoe had been pulled up onto the black sand beach. “It just occurred to me to ask; were you the one who boiled the water?”

      Pele paused to look at him, then nodded. “I was there when it happened, yes. And I helped.”

      “Why?” he asked.

      “I must show you something first,” she said, then gestured to the boat. “Then I shall reveal everything.”

      Mike kept his mouth shut. This was one of Amymone’s least favorite story tropes, but he wasn’t going to call out Pele on it. Not only was this a real-life situation, but debating a goddess on the merits of proper storytelling was just a bad idea all around. Though Pele was keeping her powers subdued, even a cursory examination of her soul was like staring into the heart of a hungry flame, eager to consume.

      Pondering the many different reasons Pele would have for flash boiling the merfolk, Mike tried to tune into cat radio while descending. He was never going to establish a proper connection with Kisa while climbing down a mountain, but he would at least get a vague sense of her mood. After several minutes of concentration, he picked up a few bits of minor annoyance. Whatever was going on hadn’t bothered the cat girl much, which was a good sign. He would make time to check in with her later.

      “Does the sun ever set here?” he asked, realizing it had been nearly evening when they arrived.

      Pele nodded, then looked up at the sky. “This place was originally built closer to the place of my birth, so it will go down in a couple of hours. The sky is nothing short of spectacular, though it will look very different from the one you’re used to.”

      “Because it’s in a different hemisphere?” he asked.

      “No.” They were almost to the bottom of the steps now. “Are you familiar with how a patchwork quilt is made?”

      Mike nodded. “The general idea, yes.”

      “Good. This place was a scrap of fabric that was detached from our world. The hole was patched, so nobody knows any better. You still have to store that fabric somewhere, Caretaker.” She gestured toward the sky. “It is simple enough to assume you are looking at light from our sun, but you aren’t.”

      “That’s…so you’re saying this place is like a tiny planet in a different star system?”

      “No. I’m saying the sky above is a scrap as well. Someone has stolen a piece of the sky and placed it here.” Pele stopped at the bottom of the stairs and looked back at him. “Do you know why the Others came to our world?”

      “To devour everything, right?”

      Pele nodded. “They are powerful, interdimensional beings capable of swallowing worlds and eventually reality itself. But you can’t think of it as large-scale beings devouring our home as if it were luau pig fresh from the fire. What they consume is simply gone as if it never was. It now lies outside of time and space. As for what they leave behind…” She looked up at the sky. “This particular piece of sky was missed, left to float in the void. The Architect snatched it up and stitched it to this place, creating a tiny, magical world capable of sustaining life on its own.”

      Mike licked his lips in excitement, thinking of the tower world through the wardrobe at home. “Did the Architect make all the extra-dimensional spaces?”

      “No. This is a power available to some of the gods, or those on their way to becoming one. There were other beings capable of magic this powerful, but they were wiped out centuries ago by a powerful wish.” The goddess turned away from him and headed for the canoe. “You can swim if you want, but the water is like a hot tub. I wouldn’t recommend it.”

      “I’m always down for a boat ride.” Together, they pushed the canoe toward the water and got in. Pele pulled out a paddle and dipped it into the water. She sang as she rowed, the canoe moving quite fast across the lake toward the small island. Mike leaned back and let out a sigh, his eyes focused on the sky.

      When the song ended, he asked, “So everything out there is gone now?”

      “It is. If you could fly into the sky, you would soon learn there is no escape from here. It’s all looped in on itself, like those snow globes humans are so obsessed over.” Pele chuckled. “I was always a fan of lava lamps.”

      “You must have loved the seventies.”

      “Free love? Passion?” For a brief moment, Pele was no longer an old woman but a beautiful maiden in her twenties. Her obsidian eyes sparkled like glittering diamonds, and he felt his magic lurch hungrily in her direction. Suddenly, she was old once again and the connection was gone. “It was certainly an interesting time.”

      “Did you…I mean…” Mike rubbed his chest. It felt like he’d pulled a muscle.

      “There’s a reason I took this form, Caretaker, and clamped down on my magic. When I said you and I are the same in many ways, I was not being hyperbolic.” Pele leaned over the side of the canoe and let her fingers trail across the water. The boat continued moving on its own. “I must say I am surprised you are a man.”

      “I get that a lot.”

      The goddess leaned back and studied him. “I met your predecessor once. A woman by the name of Katherine.”

      Mike frowned. “I don’t think any of the Caretakers I’ve heard about were named Katherine.”

      “Your home is much older than you’re aware of, Caretaker, and has been moved many times. I traveled there once only as a precautionary measure, to meet the person who would be entrusted with this place. For centuries, this island was passed down among native islanders, each of them granted the title of Kahu. They were meant to be the protectors of this place and the treasure it holds.” Pele shook her head. “It pained me to see the final Kahu hand over ownership to the one called Caretaker, but it was a means to an end.”

      “What happened?”

      The water outside the canoe burbled, and steam formed into billowing clouds. The jungle and sheer cliffs surrounding the lake disappeared in the fog that formed, and Mike found himself watching as spectral figures formed.

      “That would be my sister,” Pele whispered. “She would show you herself.”

      The clouds shifted and piled on top of each other, and the world around them transformed. It was in shades of gray, and Mike was now floating off the coast of what he could only assume was Hawaii proper. A large ship with massive sails approached the bay where native islanders watched in anticipation.

      “The outside world found them,” a voice whispered in his ear. “A harbinger of things to come.”

      The scene vanished, replaced now by islanders in battle with one another. Though the scene was gray, a crimson river flowed into the phantom ocean, staining the waves. An older woman wearing a dress and clutching a necklace made of shells and shark teeth stood watch from a bluff up above. Her eyes glowed like the moon, and she carried a large wooden staff with her. Mike felt an odd kinship with her.

      “War among our own,” the voice continued. “Like poison in a well.”

      The scene shifted again, and Mike saw the woman once more. She was speaking to some children and a pair of adults, and they were sitting in the same cabana from the top of the cliff. The adults seemed enraptured by what the woman had to say, but the children didn’t look easily impressed. The scenes continued shifting until the woman was old and frail. When she passed on her staff to a younger woman, reluctance was painted on the recipient’s face.

      “The Kahu always passed the responsibility to the next in line, but they were easily swayed by what the bigger world had to offer.” Mist caressed Mike’s neck, and he realized it was now so thick he couldn’t see the canoe anymore. “It was a lifelong responsibility, but they no longer wanted it.”

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered into the fog but got no answer. When the scene shifted again, it was similar to the first one. Native islanders were watching the waves as yet another ship arrived, but this one he recognized. It was the same one piloted by Captain Francois de la Douchebag, or whatever his actual name was. When it landed on the shore, the dead rose from the waves and spread out once they reached the tree line.

      “He came looking for the Fountain of Youth,” Namakaokahai whispered in Mike’s ear. From the corner of his eye, he thought he could make out her body. When he turned his head to look, she was already gone. “But he discovered something far more powerful.”

      “What was it?” Mike asked. The scene shifted, and he was looking at yet another woman carrying the staff. This time, she stood on a ridge, looking down at the ocean as Francois and his army tried to climb up the mountain. At her side, Pele stood with a grim look on her face.

      As if in fast-forward, the scene changed, revealing how Francois and his army drew ever closer to the top of the mountain. The Kahu used her staff to summon torrential rains and create mudslides, but the dead persisted. Eventually, the scene transformed so Mike now saw the Kahu standing at the mouth of the cave, staring out into the Big Bog as torchlights moved toward her.

      “It was all a part of the great game,” said Namakaokahai. “And so a drastic choice was made.” The Kahu and her family gathered at the mouth of the cave, grim determination on their faces as they fled out into the bog and up the steep mountain paths toward the top of the volcano. Once atop the ridge, the Kahu gazed down with tear-filled eyes and threw her staff into the jungle below.

      “I don’t understand. She just…gave it up?” Mike felt fingers touch the back of his neck, and then the mists parted. The visions vanished, and he realized the hand touching him belonged to Pele.

      “She did. It was a choice made without my input.” Pele’s eyes flashed, and the caldera rumbled. The fog disappeared, revealing they were now across the lake. “You see, the Kahu had access to a place where all the players in the great game can meet and speak, a type of dream world. It was there that she found someone like herself, a woman whose primary purpose was to guard and protect. Even better, she was landlocked, meaning Captain Francois could not easily obtain his goals of conquest. And so this place was gifted away to become part of what would become your inheritance, and I used my powers to make the Kahu’s family forget where it was.”

      “Damn.” Mike shook his head and stared into the canoe. So much had already been lost protecting this place, and now it was under threat once again. After centuries of scheming, he had been lured here and the Captain had been waiting. “I knew coming was a trap, but didn’t realize how deep the plot ran.”

      “You have been the Caretaker for such a short time yet have amassed tremendous power. I believe that alone is why you have survived.” The canoe’s bottom brushed against sand, indicating they had arrived. “And now it is time to show you that legacy, what this place was built to protect.”

      The structure was hexagonal in shape and carved from what appeared to be a single piece of stone. Mike felt like they were stepping into a temple and was mildly surprised at how much warmer it was inside. In the center of the hexagon was a thick stone column. Along the walls of the room, ancient glyphs had been carved, all of them glowing in response to their presence. A set of stairs had been built nearby, and Mike realized the temple itself was just the top of a tower set deep into the earth.

      “I don’t suppose there’s a slide we could use?” he asked as Pele moved toward the stairs. The goddess scowled at him, but then her features softened.

      “I often forget humor is a tool wielded by those who skipped leg day.” She winked, then turned to begin her descent. “Maybe now that you’re here, you can put in a rail to slide down on.”

      They descended into the ground, their passage illuminated by the runes in the wall. The temperature climbed, and Mike regretted not drinking any water when he’d had the chance. It wasn’t until several minutes later that they emerged in a chamber shaped like a dwelling. Wicker furniture had been placed around the room, and he spotted Ratu reclining on a nearby chair.

      “Hey!” He jogged past Pele and was almost to the naga before she was on her feet. Before he could say anything else, she wrapped her arms around him and squeezed so tightly he thought his lungs might burst.

      “You’re okay,” Ratu whispered in his ear, relieved.

      “Yeah,” he gasped out. “But not…for…long.”

      “You stupid, stupid man.” She let go and pushed him back, her fingers sliding beneath his shirt to where he had been shot. “You’re aware that naga hide would have prevented this, yes?”

      He winced inwardly, then nodded. “Yeah, a mistake on my part.”

      “A nearly fatal mistake.” She pulled him in for a kiss but stopped when her eyes went over his shoulder to where Pele stood. “My apologies,” she muttered as she stepped away from Mike.

      “Don’t allow my presence to soften your reunion.” Pele moved past the two of them toward a small opening in the wall. “Has the other one awakened yet?”

      Ratu shook her head. “No. Ingrid is still unconscious.”

      “What happened? Is she okay?” Mike looked around the room. “And where’s Quetzalli?”

      “Ingrid had a very nasty shock, but we can deal with that later. Quetzalli is down below. Mike, things are about to get very interesting.” Ratu’s eyes moved back and forth between him and Pele. “How much has the goddess told you?”

      “Not enough,” replied Pele. “I will remain here in case your friend awakens. The guardian can fill you in on the rest.”

      Mike took a deep breath, already dreading the fact that stairs had been mentioned yet again. Getting back up to the cabana was going to be awful. “Lead the way,” he said.

      Ratu took him by the hand, then paused to hand him something from inside her kimono. “In case you’re hungry,” she said.

      The granola bar was already in his mouth, and he mumbled his thanks around the edges of it. Ratu pulled him through the stone dwelling toward a set of stairs behind the underground structure.

      “Are Cerulea and Olivia with Quetzalli?” he asked.

      “They are. Those two are having the time of their lives right now.” They descended the stairs, which only made one revolution before terminating in a six-sided chamber similar in size to what was on the surface. In the middle of the room was a hexagon engraved into the floor and decorated with gold leaf. “We can take this,” she said, pulling him tight against her. “Unless you’d rather use the stairs.”

      “What is it?” he asked as he stepped onto the hexagon. The ground rippled like the surface of a pond, and then the six-sided platform descended. They were surrounded by polished stone as they continued deep into the earth. Sweat beaded up on his head, which he wiped away. “It’s really hot down here,” he said.

      “It’s a volcano. Of course it’s hot.” She moved to stand in front of him, her hands reaching for his face. In her reptilian eyes, he watched as tears formed. “Mike, I…when you were shot…”

      He pushed his forehead against hers. “I’m really sorry,” he said, his hands now on Ratu’s waist. “We knew something was coming. I should have been better prepared.”

      “You gave me a home,” she whispered, her voice echoing off the stone around them. “And a family. I became part of something I thought I had lost, and when you fell away into the darkness, I felt like part of myself had been ripped away.” She trembled in his arms, then broke down. “Just hold me for a bit so I can convince myself you’re really here.”

      Shaken by the naga’s uncharacteristic confession, he obeyed. So many times he had ended up in danger to protect others, and it had never really occurred to him how it felt for the others to see him risk his life. There were so many things he wanted to say to soothe Ratu, convince her it would be okay, but he decided that his presence would have to be enough. After all, the future was nothing more than a gift, and he could make no promises about it.

      The smooth walls of the magical elevator slid away to reveal a massive domed chamber. Below them was a circular platform surrounded by flowing magma. Plants and flowers somehow bloomed down here, and a small pergola had been set up near the rim of the platform. Inside, Mike saw Quetzalli sitting on a stone, her face animated as she conversed with a large stone that had been set against the edge of the circle.

      “Is she okay?” asked Mike.

      “She is.” Ratu stepped away from him and adjusted her kimono. “You’ll see.”

      The platform came to a smooth halt, and the two of them walked toward the pergola. A cool breeze came out of nowhere, and Mike closed his eyes and sighed when it ruffled his hair.

      “This place is totally lethal, isn’t it?” he asked.

      “Indeed. There is a powerful enchantment to protect the Kahu and their families. Anyone else coming down here would be at the heart of the volcano, smothered by lethal gasses if not boiled alive inside their own skin first.” Ratu pointed to the far wall of the chamber where magma fell from above, forming a curtain of molten fire. “Everything about this place was built to protect a single thing, which is behind there. If you try, I bet you can feel it.”

      Mike stared at the flowing wall of magma but was forced to look away. “The air might be safe, but that genuinely hurts my eyes,” he said. “Feels like staring into the sun for too long.”

      Quetzalli turned to look at them, then jumped to her feet and ran. Ratu let go of Mike’s arm just as Quetzalli barreled into him, her arms wrapped around his body. He leaned his head to one side to keep from being impaled on her horn and then took a big step back to avoid falling over.

      “Did Ratu already call you a dummy?” she asked from the crook of his arm.

      “Yep.”

      “Good.” She looked up at him, her eyes crackling with energy. “I am grateful you aren’t as soft as other humans.”

      “Same.” He ran his hands through her hair, feeling sparks crackle between his fingertips. “So what’s going on down here?” He looked back to where Quetzalli had been sitting and noticed both Olivia and Cerulea scrambling over the rock. “What are those two doing?”

      “Playing with their new friend.” Quetzalli led him to the pergola, where he was delighted to see a basin full of water. He paused just long enough for Quetzalli to hand him a silver cup, then drank his fill. Sighing in relief, he looked at Cerulea and Carmina, who were casually ducking between thorny protuberances on the rock that looked like small stalagmites. “Are you two being good?”

      Cerulea stuck out her tongue in response. Olivia giggled and hid herself behind a stalagmite, which melted away as the surface of the rock transformed. “Hey!” she cried, giving a nearby nub a kick. “Not fair!”

      The stone continued to shift, and two massive openings appeared near the top. A massive blast of air came from them as the rock lifted from the magma. What had been a large stone was revealed to be the snout of a massive beast as it lifted its head free of the magma pool and opened citrine eyes that were roughly the size of a man.

      The dragon’s head was supported by a serpentine neck adorned with glittering gemstones. As it gazed down at him, he felt an instant connection to the creature and knew he was meeting the guardian of the secret island.

      “My name is Mike Radley,” he said, taking a step forward. “What may I call you?”

      The dragon turned its face toward Quetzalli and let out a huff. When it spoke, the voice was like tumbling stones yet held a feminine edge.

      “You’re right, little sister. He is cute.” The dragon leaned forward and inhaled deeply, the air current causing Mike’s shirt to billow upward. “For a human, anyway.”

      “Little…sister?” Mike looked at Quetzalli.

      “An honorific among my kind,” she stated with a grin. “Unless a dragon’s lifespan predates yours by many centuries, in which case we use terms like mother or father.”

      “It is a pleasure to meet you, Mike Radley.” The dragon twisted her head to one side, then lay flat on the ground so Mike was facing the front of her mouth. A pair of large whiskers unfurled from above her mouth and hovered over him. He held up an arm, which the dragon wrapped gently in a whisker. “You may call me Di.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Di.”

      “The pleasure is mine. It has been long since this place has had its protector visit, and I am glad to have you here.” Di sniffed him once again, and then her powerful neck flexed. All around the chamber, he saw massive coils shift among the magma. “I am told you will have many questions.”

      “I will.” He stepped toward Di and held his hand over her stony hide. “May I?”

      “Please.”

      Mike pressed his hand against Di and closed his eyes. He could sense the magic moving through her massive body, intertwined so tightly with this place. In a way, it felt like he was standing before Naia, but the dragon’s entire being radiated with peace and something else. He tried to discern the feeling, but it slipped away from him.

      “I sense great power in you as well, Caretaker.” Di chuckled, a noise that made the earth tremble. “What would you ask of me?”

      “Are you a fire dragon?” he asked.

      “I am of the earth,” Di replied. It occurred to Mike that the dragon hadn’t moved her lips at all. “Though, there is some overlap.”

      “Do you know why I came?” he asked.

      “I do.” Di lifted her head to look down on him from above once more. “Because of what happened with the merfolk.”

      “What did happen?” he asked, squinting up at Di. The weird light of the chamber hurt his eyes, and he made a mental note to see if his sunglasses had survived in his backpack.

      Di’s mood darkened, and her coils manifested in the magma once more. “I was awoken from my slumber,” she said, her voice grim. “By a powerful enemy, one that lives in the darkest depths of the ocean. When I sensed its presence, I knew I must rise up and drive it away immediately. And so I left this place, crawled down the mountain, and unleashed my fury.”

      “What was it?” he asked.

      “I do not know,” she replied. “I have never met its kind and can only sense its malfeasance. I am blind to the spectrum your kind take for granted. Down here, in the depths, I can see you through the vibrations of the earth, sense your strength by how you walk across the stone. I can see the heat in your body but little else about you.

      “And so I asked the goddess to guide me to the sands to do battle with this beast. It was the same temperature as the water, so the goddess used her magic to light the way for me. Despite my efforts, it kept coming out of the waves, desperate to ascend the mountain, but I refused. And so Pele boiled the water, driving it away but not killing it. I regret the deaths that followed, but they are not my burden to carry.”

      Mike took a deep breath and properly digested Di’s words. There was an unknown enemy here, and he would bet good money that the Captain was involved. Looking at the whole event through the lens of a plot to steal whatever treasure had been hidden here helped the pieces fall into place, but he needed to know one more thing.

      “What is it that you’re protecting, Di? Why was this place built?”

      Di snorted, then turned her head toward the magma fall behind her. A powerful thrum of magic manifested from the dragon, and the magma parted at the bottom like a pair of curtains. Her coils lifted free of the magma, forming into a narrow stone bridge connecting the platform to what lay beyond.

      Mike walked toward the bridge, his heart pounding as he stepped onto the rocks. Quetzalli and Ratu joined him. The cool breeze ceased, and for a few moments, he felt the wrath of this place assail his skin.

      “Do not tarry long in there,” said Di as he neared the opening. “For that room was built for what lies within and nothing more.”

      Nodding, he stepped between the fiery ribbons of magma into a darkened chamber. The room was filled with elemental magic, but he could see nothing else.

      “May I?” he asked, holding a hand aloft. “Just need some light.”

      “Of course,” whispered Di through the stone walls.

      With the snap of his fingers, he created a flickering ball of light and tossed it into the air. It hovered overhead, casting light on a group of objects in the center of the room. He originally mistook them for a collection of massive gemstones, each one the size of a child. But just as his magical senses touched the surface of the stones, he felt something reach back.

      The stones were alive. He took another step toward them, suddenly aware of the heat in the room. Sweat was dripping down his face now, but he had to be sure. The stone nearest to him looked like a diamond, and when he put his hand against it, his mind briefly connected with the alien consciousness within.

      “Holy fucking shit,” he whispered in awe. “They’re alive!”

      “You can feel them?” Di’s voice was filled with wonder. “That shouldn’t be possible!”

      Mike moved to each egg, pressing his hand against their warm surfaces. He took a moment to greet them, to let who he was wash over the developing consciousness within. The only one that didn’t respond was an onyx egg that reflected no light. When Mike touched that one, he sensed nothing at all.

      Quetzalli and Ratu did the same, both of them whispering to themselves in wonderment. No longer able to tolerate the oppressive heat, Mike stepped away from the eggs. Without another word, he exited the chamber with Quetzalli and Ratu right behind them.

      “Are they yours?” he asked, looking at Di.

      “They are not,” she replied, watching him as he walked across her body. “When dragons fled this world, those who stayed behind were hunted. Some of them fell in battle, and their eggs were rescued from those who would use their powers for evil. They were brought here to incubate for centuries until they were ready to hatch.”

      “So these are all the dragon eggs remaining in our world?” he asked.

      “They are.” Di’s eyes glowed like twin stars above him. “Each one represents one of the elements. Someday, when the last one is fertilized, they will all hatch.”

      “But why?” asked Mike. “Won’t they just be hunted?”

      “They were never meant for this world, Caretaker.” Di lowered her head until Mike could feel her hot breath on his skin. “These eggs were intended for another purpose.”

      “Which is what?” Mike looked at Ratu, then Quetzalli. They both seemed just as confused as he was.

      “Alone, they will be powerful. But together?” Di’s body sank into the magma, the molten rock flowing right up to the edge of the platform. “You could use them to rebuild the world.”
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      Despite the rising summer sun, the temperature in front of Mike Radley’s home was downright cold. Members of the SoS and the Order huddled together by the command center in order to share body heat, casting wary glances toward the house. Cyrus, who had spent the night on a spare cot in the tent, stepped out into the chill and pulled his coat around him. Noticing the pained expressions on the faces of others, he feigned rubbing his arms for warmth. They needed false sympathy from him, not the knowledge that his coat had been enchanted for bad weather.

      “What’s with this cold?” he asked a group of men standing away from the others, already knowing the answer. Yuki was fully responsible for the chill in the air. If it hadn’t been in the upper eighties the day before, he was convinced snow would be drifting from above already. Neither the SoS nor the Order had been prepared for the sudden dip in temperature, and cold weather gear was being rushed to them from a storage facility nearly six hours away.

      “No idea,” said one of the men, and the group opened up to allow Cyrus to stand among them. “Don’t you guys know some spells to keep warm or something?”

      “Sure do,” he replied, then stuck his hand in a pocket and pulled out a pair of rods. “You ever see these before? Tuck one in the back of your belt and it will keep you from freezing up. Here, let me show you how the enchantment works.”

      The group huddled around Cyrus, blocking outsiders from seeing him. The mage reached deeper into his coat and handed over a few magazines full of bullets.

      “You’ve got almost forty,” he whispered. He had managed to pull two other mages to help him with the project overnight, banking on their fear of the house and personal inability to question superiors. In less than a moment, the magazines disappeared, the rounds to be dispersed later.

      “I’m sorry I’ve only got the two of these,” he said, raising his voice for anyone listening. “So you’ll have to share. They last about twelve hours, but you can charge them up by putting them near something hot, or boiling them in water for ten minutes. Hmm. For you guys, this might work the best.” He tucked one of the rods into the collar of someone’s tactical vest to ensure airflow. “Don’t put them in your pockets though. They might overheat in a disastrous way.”

      “Damn.” The merc snorted, rubbing at his chest. “Feels like I’m standing by a fire already.”

      Someone else snagged the remaining rod from Cyrus, and the men started making jabs at each other. One of them clapped Cyrus on the shoulder, and their eyes met.

      “You’re a good one.” A hint of a smile lit the man’s eyes.

      Cyrus nodded but said nothing. He had essentially just signed their death warrants with those bullets. Moving away from the men and toward the house, he paused near the bottom of its stoop to look up at the roofline. Squinting in concentration, he noticed immediately that the house was different again. For the life of him, he couldn’t remember what had changed. Had it always been this small? Was it the paint? He had a sudden urge to wander off, to go do anything but sit in the vicinity of this structure. If not for the discipline of the people behind him, how many would have left already?

      Was the fact that the house was trying to push him away akin to the feelings of its denizens toward him? Or was it simply because he had never been invited in?

      He heard the quiet mutterings of the men and women behind him go silent and dropped his gaze from the roofline. A dark figure stood on the porch. Death was holding a cup of tea in one hand and a paper-wrapped bundle in the other.

      “I say, good morning!” the reaper declared, silently padding down the stairs. “You all are looking quite dreadful. Perhaps you’re still tired from all that activity yesterday, breaking and entering can be quite the endeavor.”

      “Fuck you, Pumpkin King.” One of the mercs stepped forward, racking the slide of his rifle. “How about I plant one right between your eyeholes?”

      Death paused, his eye flames burning intensely inside his skull. “I do believe consent is required before any type of penetration occurs. You certainly do not have mine.” The reaper lifted the mug to his lips, and a gunshot rang out. The mug exploded in the reaper’s hands, showering him with tea and ceramic shards.

      Cyrus had ducked out of instinct but was already running. A couple of Order members saw this and reacted in kind, but the SoS stayed in position, including the idiot who had taken out Death’s mug with his pistol. Cyrus wasn’t entirely certain how Death would react, but the old man didn’t want to be at ground zero when it happened.

      “I see.” Death shook the tea off his hand. “Well, my job was to come out here and try to make peace, but apparently⁠—”

      Another gunshot rang out. A step on the porch cracked as the round went straight through Death.

      “See, I told you,” said another merc. “Incorporeal. He can’t do shit to us.”

      “Well, then. I guess I won’t be needing this.” Death tossed the paper-wrapped bundle onto the ground. It burst open, revealing a massive Danish. Some members of the SoS aimed their guns at it. “You only get so many years to be alive. Clearly, you should spend what time you have left working on your manners.”

      Another shot rang out, this time hitting a window. The glass cracked but didn’t break, the bullet passing cleanly through the pane.

      “Well, if anyone would like to chat with me, I’ll be in my tearoom.” Death, to his credit, didn’t look at Cyrus when he said this.

      “Yo, fuck your tearoom!” This came from one of the Knights, who was suddenly emboldened.

      “You are officially uninvited,” Death declared. “Don’t bother coming.”

      The reaper turned and walked back into the house, the door banging shut behind him. Cyrus came out from his hiding spot just around the corner of the tent. The men who had run alongside him now looked at him as if he were a fool, but he no longer cared. He stared at the window that had been shot. It was no longer damaged, but nobody else seemed to notice this.

      “Fuck, when are we moving in?” he heard someone muttering.

      “I hope it’s soon,” someone else replied. “The sooner we burn this shit to the ground, the better.”

      Cyrus made himself scarce, moving to the edges of the mercenary camp before sliding over to the side of the property. It was a short walk to the backyard, which felt wrong to him. He had vague memories of long walks with both Mike and Death around the property but couldn’t quite remember any details of it.

      “He’ll meet you in the back,” said Dana through his earpiece.

      Cyrus cleared his throat and looked around. Nobody was nearby.

      “Where’s the queen?” he asked.

      “Sleeping,” Dana replied. “Eulalie was up all night trying to buy off the SoS, but they won’t budge on account of their reputation. When they turned down a payment of fifty million to just walk away, she actually threw a chair.”

      Cyrus’s eyes bulged out of his head. “You all have fifty million?” he whispered.

      “Eulalie does, but that’s a long story. After that, she tried to find another paramilitary group she could pay to fight the SoS, but apparently nobody will do it because we’re in the middle of a US city. She did manage to fuck up your supply chain though. Don’t be surprised when the tactical winter gear is a no-show.”

      Cyrus rubbed his eyes. “I’ll do my best,” he muttered. The back of the house came into view, and he marveled at the sight of a winter wonderland. Massive blocks of ice had been formed into barriers that surrounded the fountain along with the nearby tree. He was uncertain how to pass through until a slender figure emerged from the wall itself.

      “It be a bit tricky,” said the gardener. “But naught more than an illusion. This way.” At first, it looked like he stepped back into the ice, but Cyrus realized the wall had been cut at an angle and there was actually a slim passage there. He held his arms against his sides as he squeezed through, then emerged near the fountain. A young woman in a black leather dress stared up at him and growled, but the gardener put out his hand.

      “Easy, lass,” he said. “Remember, this one is a friend.”

      The goth girl sniffed the air loudly but said nothing. The gardener gestured to Death’s teahouse, and Cyrus thanked him before proceeding. Massive roots had wrapped themselves protectively around the base of the oak tree, and the terrain was difficult to navigate. He tripped a couple of times, then lost his balance and fell face-first toward the ground. A mere moment before he would break his face, the foliage beneath him flexed and caught him by the shoulders, leaves caressing his face as he was pushed back into a standing position.

      “Oh, um…thank you.” He adjusted his coat and turned to the gardener. The man stood on the other side of the fountain, a bucket in one hand and scissors in the other.

      “Wasn’t me,” he said with a sly grin. “But the gratitude is appreciated, I assure ye.”

      Cyrus nodded and continued toward the teahouse. Upon entering, he saw Death sitting at the other end of the table with an apron wrapped around his waist and a platter stacked full of snacks in the middle of the table.

      “Welcome, friend.” Death bared his smile at Cyrus. “Help yourself. I’m afraid we’re out of Danish.”

      “So I’ve heard.” Cyrus sat down at the table and then leaped to his feet when he saw Jenny the doll sitting on the other side of the table from him. “Oh, shit, sorry. I didn’t expect to see you here.”

      “I have come as well.” The soft, regal voice came from his left. For a moment, Cyrus felt like he was staring at a stuffed dog of some sort, but his vision blurred, and the stuffed animal picked up a small sandwich with dexterous hands. Atop his head was a gold foil crown and he wore plastic glasses that looked like they had been stolen from a child’s toy. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Master Cyrus.”

      “You’re a rat.” Cyrus’s words lacked tact, but the creature’s sudden transformation had caught him off guard.

      “Point in fact, I am the Rat King. My name is Reggie.” Reggie pointed up at his crown, then picked up a paper star cut from yellow construction paper. “I am also officially Jenny’s deputy.”

      “Rat…King?” Cyrus made a face and sat back on his cushion. “Does that mean you and Eulalie…”

      The rat shook his head. “Our regencies are unrelated. You are here today because we wanted to talk about strategy. According to Eulalie and Dana, your people are getting ready to make a move that will seriously impair their health.”

      “You’re also here for tea,” said Death as he started pouring the amber liquid into teacups. “It has already been too long since last we shared a cup.”

      Cyrus looked at Death, then turned his attention back toward the rat king and Jenny. He swallowed the lump in his throat. “Indeed.”

      “If you have anything you can share that will increase the efficacy of our defenses or perhaps preserve the lives of the men and women who serve you, now would be the time to mention it. We do not wish ill upon you—” Reggie paused as the daylight coming through the paper windows somehow flickered. “Allow me to correct myself. I, personally, do not wish ill upon you or your people.”

      “Noted.” Cyrus looked up to see Death holding out a cup of tea, which he took. “Are you not attempting tea ceremonies anymore?”

      “I am not.” Death sighed and looked wistfully at the ceiling. “It was quite enjoyable at the time, but in order to better myself, I made the mistake of turning to the internet. Were you aware that you can ask questions on something called a forum?”

      “Of course.”

      Death handed Reggie a teacup. “I’m afraid I got into an argument with some of the people there. After detailing what I thought to be a lovely ceremony, I was chastised for being misinformed, problematic, and…” The tiny fires swirled in Death’s sockets. “Ah, that’s right. I was called a troll.”

      “A troll?” Cyrus asked.

      “We’re getting off-topic,” muttered Reggie.

      “Indeed.” Death set an empty cup in front of Jenny and pretended to pour tea into it. “I do not wish to bore you with details about the conversation, but someone made a point of asking me what color my skin was. Naturally, I told them I didn’t have any, and the conversation devolved from there.” The reaper sighed again. “Yuki Radley assured me my heart was in the right place, but I find myself wondering if I should take up a different hobby.”

      When Death sat next to Cyrus, the mage patted the reaper’s knee. “I’ve never been to a tea ceremony before, but I enjoyed the one you made for me.”

      “You are too kind.” The swirling flames in Death’s skull steadied a bit. “But King Reggie is right, we are rather off task. Our time is short, and we must make the most of it.”

      “Is anyone else coming?” asked Cyrus. “Or is it just us?”

      “It’s just us old people today.” Reggie smirked, which Cyrus was ashamed to admit made him look adorable. “Everyone else is doing the jobs Sheriff Jenny handed out.”

      WE’RE GOING TO PLAY ANOTHER GAME declared the doll in a psychic voice that penetrated Cyrus like a blade. The plates and cutlery on the table rattled as the temperature in the room dropped.

      “Out of curiosity, what have you done with the missing people?” Cyrus sipped at his tea. “Is this chamomile?”

      “A special blend,” replied Death.

      “It’s very good.” Cyrus drank some more and smacked his lips. “So do you all have Mads locked up in your basement or something?”

      Jenny made a hissing sound but said nothing else. Reggie looked at the doll in confusion, then back at Cyrus. “We haven’t taken any of your people,” said the rat king. “Or if we have, we’ve already given them back.”

      Cyrus frowned. There were too many variables right now, but he had no reason to doubt the rat king’s words. “You really didn’t take them?”

      Reggie, to his credit, gave Jenny a hard look. “If you did something, Mike will find out later,” he said. When the doll didn’t respond, he shrugged. “It wasn’t us.”

      “Huh.” Cyrus scratched at his beard. “I was just curious is all.” He reached across the table to the plate of snacks and picked up a butter cookie. “In that case, I think you’ve already answered all the questions I had.”

      “Is there nothing you would add, Master Cyrus?” Death put a biscuit on a plate and slid it over to Reggie. “What about your people?”

      The mage sighed and stared down at his hands. “They aren’t my people,” he said with sadness. “They have been guided down a dark path, I’m afraid. The Sons of Sin mean your family great harm, and the Order intends to see the deed finished. In the hours to come, there will come a point when the men and women of the Order will be forced to make a choice. If they refuse to fight, or perhaps even run away, I only ask that you allow them the chance to survive and learn from this experience. Maybe that will guide them toward a better tomorrow for everyone.”

      “And what of those who fight?” Reggie’s dark eyes shimmered.

      Cyrus looked over at the terrifying doll and raised his cup. “In that case, they’re all yours, Sheriff.”

      The atmosphere in the room shifted, and he felt rather than heard cackling laughter. Even Reggie shivered, but the rat said nothing.

      “That settles it.” Death shook his head. “I do feel bad for what is about to occur, but it cannot be helped.”

      “I agree.” Cyrus set down his tea and looked at Jenny. Even though the doll lacked facial expressions, it felt like she was looking through him. “So would you like to hear the plan I came up with?”

      By the time he finished sharing it, Jenny’s laughter echoed from every corner of the room.

      ---

      Singing birds roused Mike from his slumber. He blinked the sleep from his eyes and sat up in bed to be greeted by the sight of jungle and a nearby bluff. It took a moment for him to remember where he was before he let out a yawn and stretched.

      A thick mass gripped him by the calves, pulling so hard that he almost slid down the bed. Syrupy blue tendrils wrapped around his torso as Opal pulled her amorphous mass on top of him, her body thickening into place on his chest. Where her heart would be, he saw her crystalline vessel floating much like an organelle in a cell.

      “Good morning.” He yawned again. Last night had been spent speaking at length with Pele and Di about the eggs. The eggs were elemental in nature, capable of recreating and sustaining the magical ecosystem of the world once they hatched. If he properly understood the ramifications, he could absolutely bring magic back to Earth in a way that hadn’t been seen for centuries. But that would also mean gathering the attention of the Others, which would result in his world getting eaten.

      He wasn’t certain yet what he was supposed to do with the clutch, but at least they wouldn’t hatch on accident. They could only be hatched once the final egg was fertilized, the dragons immediately imprinting on whoever was present. In fact, Mike actually had the means to fertilize an egg back at his home, a Dragon Seed that Lily and Dana had liberated from a top-level douchebag. However, doing so would mean a serious setback to Dana’s journey to undo her undead status.

      Eventually, exhaustion had settled in, and he started asking the same questions over and over. Di had declared him unfit for further conversation, and Pele had taken him and the others across the lake. Ingrid remained unconscious for the trip, which Mike had found worrying.

      Once on land, Ratu had used her earth magic to carry them back to the top of the hill. Back at the cabana, a massive feast had been prepared for all of them, cooked and set by the spirits who obeyed Pele. Mike had eaten his fill, then crawled into bed with both Ratu and Quetzalli at his side and promptly lost consciousness.

      “I’m hungry,” signed Opal.

      “I’m sure there’s plenty of food left over,” he replied.

      The slime girl leaned forward and emphasized the shape of her eyebrows before wiggling them lasciviously. While Opal was perfectly capable of eating human food, in a lot of ways, she was like Dana. She needed magic to sustain herself, and her favorite food was currently brewing inside Mike’s balls.

      “I don’t suppose you’ll let me drink some water first?”

      Opal shook her head with a grin, a pseudopod sliding free of her waist to push down the band of his pants.

      Mike chuckled. “Okay, I get it. But I want to remind you I need to be functional today. You’re gonna have to go easy on me.”

      Opal pouted in response, then flopped her head inside out so she could watch his morning wood spring free of his shorts. The cool mountain air tickled a little, and he shivered in anticipation.

      The slime girl rippled, then turned forward to face him. Grinning mischievously, she leaned forward, her suddenly massive breasts pressing into his chest and molding to his body. She started jerking him off with an elongated arm, her sticky hands now slippery. Her arm moved up and down, squeezing rhythmically with more than five fingers.

      Mike groaned, lying back and allowing Opal to do all the work. She jerked him for a couple of minutes, then shifted the palm of her hand onto his glans. As she rubbed the head of his cock as if polishing a knob, he felt the crease of her hand thicken and then part like a labia.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, lifting his head to look through her translucent body. In awe, he watched as his cock sank into her palm then into her forearm, magnified slightly by the refracting light of morning. Opal grinned at him, then sat up and fucked him with her hand pussy.

      The head of his cock made it nearly to her elbow. When her arm had taken the full girth and length of his cock, she massaged his balls with her fingers. Using her whole arm as a piston, she jacked him off in this manner for a couple of minutes, then sank her hand down one more time and held still.

      Through her translucent flesh, he watched the slime shimmer and turn pink as it began to swirl. Opal had created a tiny vortex inside her arm that swirled across his sensitive flesh, alternating direction every inch or so. When she lifted her arm again, a powerful suction pulled extra blood to his cock, and he groaned as he lay back on the bed.

      “This is certainly new,” he muttered as Opal arm-fucked him for several minutes in this manner. Between the swirling, the suction, and the ball massage, he could feel a powerful orgasm building. However, the best was yet to come. The head of his cock tingled as slime teased the thin opening of his cock, a very thin pseudopod stretching down and sliding along his urethra. His hips jerked on their own in response to the stimulus, the sensations very similar to a small orgasm.

      Down, down the pseudopod went, seeking out what Opal desired most. While it had been no surprise that the slime girl was capable of utilizing his semen to prolong her own existence, it was her manner of acquiring it that was different. Opal didn’t just want his cum—she wanted it straight from the source.

      Mike gasped as the pseudopod eventually reached the base of his shaft, then hummed. His whole cock vibrated from the inside as Opal continued her hand job, a big grin on her face. Her whole body was slowly turning pink now in reaction to his own arousal. Tiny sparks formed along his shaft that turned into motes of light that floated up her arm where they spread apart inside her body.

      His eyes rolled back as the pseudopod reached the path that branched away from his urethra and to his seminal vesicle. A heavy feeling settled in his crotch as Opal teased him both inside and out. His magic continued to build up as if the slime girl was a massive capacitor, which he knew from experience she was about to become. It was the reason he had to take the whole day off if he allowed her to prolong things, because⁠—

      His back muscles tensed, followed by his midsection, as Opal leaned forward and pressed into him. Her soft breasts melted around his torso, forcing his magic back into his skin. Mike’s cock flexed, and he cried out, startling nearby birds into flight. His orgasm was heavy and plentiful as Opal coaxed long, pearly strands out of his body that traveled up her arm and toward her core. The magic reverberated back through Opal, turning her entire body pink as she opened her mouth in a silent cry of her own, her body bucking as pieces of her broke away and soaked the bed.

      Mike held his breath as Opal continued pumping him, stretching his ejaculation out for nearly twenty seconds as she continued to milk him, but even she had her limits. Using just her hand, she got tired, and the pseudopod in his cock withdrew. Opal quivered for several seconds before melting into a goopy puddle on the sheets. Mike rolled out of the way and nearly fell out of bed with his shorts around his ankles.

      “Hot damn,” he muttered as he lowered himself to the ground. Up above, he heard happy burbling sounds from Opal as she digested her meal. His legs shook when he tried to stand, and a hand appeared from nearby to help him up.

      “Thanks,” he muttered as he stood, now facing Lily. “Oh! You made it!”

      “And my timing was perfect,” she purred, her eyes looking past him at the bed. “If I had come a minute earlier, you would have been out for days after the two of us fought over you and took turns. You would have been completely useless for ages.”

      Mike snorted. “Like you’re one to talk. I seem to recall someone needing to take some personal time off after she fell into Opal’s vat.”

      Lily sighed. “If only you had been there. Not that I had any holes left to be penetrated. Maybe she would have shared?”

      “Or drained us both dry.” Mike fumbled with his shorts. His hands were still trembling. “My fingers don’t work right now.”

      “Let me.” Lily helped him button his pants, but not before copping a feel. “As much as I would love to indulge myself, it seems like there’s no shortage of work to do. The only reason I got to come was because the others are busy monitoring the Order and I sort of assigned myself the job while the cat watches our suite in Paradise. Such a well-oiled machine you’ve left running things while you’re gone.”

      Mike nodded. “Where is the exit portal?” he asked.

      “Inside the house. We didn’t want to risk the Order stumbling onto it. You’ve got a closet behind the laundry room that wasn’t being used.”

      Mike frowned. “We don’t have a closet behind the laundry room.”

      “You do now.” Lily shrugged. “Don’t take my word for it. You’ll see it when you stop by. The others are eager to see you, you know?”

      “I bet.” Before going to bed last night, Mike had taken pictures of the cabana with his phone and handed it off to the fairy girls. The three of them had flown down the volcano in Maui until his phone had picked up a signal, at which time his pending messages to Eulalie were finally sent. “How bad is it at home?”

      Lily sighed. “Honestly, Romeo? It’s hard to say. If we wanted to, it would be pretty easy to just go out and exterminate everybody. But that would complicate things here, wouldn’t it?”

      Mike nodded. “There’s something in the ocean,” he explained. “The merfolk were never the target. I hate this term, but they were absolutely collateral damage.”

      The succubus groaned. “Ugh, of course. So, what, we just need to pound the crap out of a kaiju and we can be done here?”

      “Something like that. But I suspect Captain Dickhead is involved. I would have to be pretty dense to think otherwise. And the Order is clearly in on it.”

      “Actually, they aren’t.” Lily frowned and leaned against the wall of the cabana. Mike couldn’t help but notice the cute tank top she wore over a bikini. It was surprisingly modest for her. “See, shit has gone down a bit back at Paradise, so I’ve been snooping around. The director absolutely has a raging hard-on for you, but I really don’t think he and Francois are working together.”

      That was surprising, but he believed her. Mike leaned against the wall next to Lily, and she tilted her head onto his shoulder. He felt like he was missing something, a piece that would tie the whole puzzle together. If he made gross assumptions, the beast from the deep was likely working for Captain Francois, and the target was the eggs. If Francois was controlling giant sea monsters, it was no leap to assume he wanted the eggs for himself. And it wasn’t like Mike could casually move the eggs. The volcano was acting as an incubator to keep them alive, the tremendous heat actually powering an array of runes that ensured each of the eggs was being provided the elemental magic it needed.

      “What does the director want?” Mike turned his face toward Lily, the scent of her hair tickling his nostrils. “I mean, I know he thinks the house has something, but this feels oddly personal.”

      “I’m still working on that. Other than seeing him at breakfast with Beth, the man has remained locked in his office. I can’t even get in. The place is heavily warded. If I could just get a drop of his blood, or something to track him by, I could go to him in his dreams and dig around his head.”

      “I see.” He rubbed at the bridge of his nose, then paused when Opal emitted a giant raspberry that broke the silence. Her surface was bubbling like thick soup in a pot, which Mike had long ago learned was how she expressed postcoital contentment.

      “You’re disgusting,” said Lily. The pool of pink slime on the bed was already turning blue again, and a single hand formed above the puddle, fingers curling up into a rude gesture. “By the way, Death says hi and that he misses you.”

      The rude gesture vanished, replaced by a slew of hand signs.

      “Yeah, I’ll tell him hi back. No, I won’t hug him for you.” Lily was about to say something else when Ratu stepped around the corner of the cabana. She was in a white dress, much like the one Pele wore. In her hands was a wicker tray with some food.

      “I see we have company.” She smiled demurely and looked at the mess on the bed. “I’m grateful to see she left you intact. We have much work to do today. I brought breakfast. Pele needs to speak with you right away at the guest cabin.”

      “This place has a guest cabin?” Lily looked around the corner of the cabana. “Just so you know, Romeo, if you ever come here with me, I sleep in that bed with you, okay? Minus the cum stain over there.”

      This time, both Opal’s hands appeared, middle fingers raised.

      “The people that once took care of this place lived here with their families,” Mike explained as he grabbed a sweet roll off the tray. “The guest cabin is just what we are calling the home where Ingrid slept last night.”

      “I see. And how is our little narc doing this morning?” Lily leaned over and took a bite of Mike’s pastry before he could.

      “I’m afraid that’s what Pele wishes to discuss with you.” Ratu’s features darkened. “She still hasn’t woken up.”

      “Shit.” Mike stuffed the rest of the roll into his mouth before Lily could steal any more. It tasted of guava and star fruit. “Leath teh wa.”

      Ratu frowned at his slurred speech and turned away. Mike was distracted with thoughts of Ingrid and missed what Lily said to Opal, but a third hand had appeared from the gelatinous mess to give her the finger again, so he figured it wasn’t important.

      The other homes were built along the edge of the cliff, not nearly as visible as the cabana. It was where the Kahu had stayed, ready to serve her own people or Di at a moment’s notice. Di was largely self-sufficient, but the dragon did get lonely. For the last century, she had had only Pele to talk to, and the goddess was frequently busy.

      Which reminded him. “Ith Queth⁠—”

      Ratu turned her head at him and hissed. “Swallow your food before speaking. And to answer your question, Quetzalli is down visiting her sister. They rather enjoy each other’s company.”

      Mike nodded, then stopped at the edge of the cabana to grab a canteen that hung from a peg. It was filled with water that had already warmed beneath the sun’s light, and he drank his fill as he followed Ratu. Behind him, he heard Lily snicker and then whisper, “You got in trouble.”

      They followed the naga to one of the other homes. The buildings were old and clean, but otherwise unused. Constructed of teak with thatched roofs, the door swung open to reveal a room illuminated by a single gas lantern that sat on a nearby table. Pele stood at Ingrid’s bed, a worried look on her face.

      “There you are.” Her eyes shifted past Mike and focused on Lily. “Demon.”

      “Old lady.” Lily stuck out her tongue at Pele and moved to sit back in a nearby chair. Pele looked at Mike with a hint of irritation.

      “She has not yet awoken,” said the goddess. “After discussing with Ratu, I am under the belief Di’s appearance was too much for this one’s mind and it may have fractured.”

      “So what can we do?” asked Mike. Pele stared at him for a few seconds, then looked at Lily.

      “I thought that’s why you brought her. Can she not enter the minds of those who slumber?”

      Lily smirked in her chair. “I can indeed.” She leaned forward, her tank top hanging down to reveal her breasts. The bikini top had vanished. “But it’ll cost you.”

      The volcano rumbled, causing everyone but Pele to look around in alarm. Ratu fixed the succubus with a fearsome glare, which the demon promptly ignored.

      “This one is spunky.” Pele wrinkled her nose at Mike. “And, I assume, lava proof?”

      “Yep.”

      The goddess chuckled. “Such a woman would have vexed me in my youth. You must be some kind of saint to put up with her antics.”

      Mike nodded. “It’s on my résumé,” he replied. Lily protested loudly from her chair.

      “So do you think you can help her?” Pele sat on the edge of Ingrid’s bed. “Are you even sure you want to help her?”

      “Her loyalties may be divided, but for now, she’s one of us.” He looked at Lily. “And if nothing else, we need her. She knows how the Order operates and might be able to help you with that problem you mentioned earlier.”

      “I suppose. You always were a sucker for a damsel in distress.” Lily hopped to her feet and walked over to the bed. “You’re lucky you weren’t in trouble when he met you,” she said to Pele as she sat next to Ingrid. “We’d be picking out wallpaper for your room already.”

      The volcano rumbled again, and Pele looked at Mike.

      “You’re sure about the lava?” she asked again in an innocent tone. Ratu actually snorted.

      Lily cleared her throat and crawled on top of Ingrid. Closing her eyes, she pressed her forehead against the slumbering figure. Nearly a minute passed as everybody waited.

      “Romeo.” Lily’s eyes snapped open. “We’ve got a problem.”

      “What kind of problem?” he asked.

      The succubus winced and rolled off to the side. “It’s a real mess in there,” she declared. “Like, shit city, and Ingrid’s the mayor.”

      “Why though?” Mike looked at Ingrid, then Pele. “You said Di scared her?”

      Ratu cleared her throat. “You must understand, even the sight of a dragon from a distance can cow a mortal, and Di is a particularly powerful one. Unprepared, a human could expect feelings of hopelessness, despair, and blind terror. I have heard stories and even witnessed humans who have gone mad at the sight of a dragon. When we first came upon Di, she took us in her mouth to transport us here. Ingrid screamed until she passed out, and now here we are.”

      “So we can’t wake her up?”

      Lily shook her head. “She’s not truly asleep. This is more like a Humpty Dumpty situation. And apparently my…disposition makes me an unreliable guide.”

      Pele chuckled. “I can’t imagine why,” she said wistfully.

      “So what can we do?”

      Lily bit her lip and contemplated Ingrid. “You said we need her?”

      Mike nodded. “It’s also the right thing to do,” he added.

      The succubus groaned. “Okay, fine. Shit.” She gestured for Mike to come over to the bed. “In that case, I need your help. If we go in there together, I think I can tape the cracks closed long enough for you to bring her out. But I’ll warn you, she might not be…good when she gets here. There’s quite a bit of trauma.”

      Mike had already grabbed a chair and moved it to the side of the bed. “I’m familiar with trauma.”

      “Is this really the best idea?” asked Pele. “You realize you’re about to go into this woman’s head, her Dreamscape, yes? If madness has taken her, it may claim you as well.”

      “Oh, Romeo here is a Dreamscape expert.” Lily wiggled her eyebrows suggestively.

      “It’s true,” Mike added. “Not a big deal, but I’ve had plenty of practice. You’d be surprised how many people are in my head right now.”

      “I…” Pele frowned for a moment, then nodded. “Never mind. Proceed.”

      “C’mon, Ingy.” Lily took Mike by the hand and then pressed her forehead against Ingrid’s again. Her tail whipped out and stung Mike in the leg. “It’s gonna feel so good with both of us inside you.”

      “Lily, be—” Mike never got a chance to say “nice.” His head lolled to one side as his body tried to fight off Lily’s sleep venom. When he didn’t fall asleep right away, Lily frowned and stung him again.

      “Keep forgetting you’re almost immune to this now,” she muttered as her tail pumped him full of sleep juice. “I have Tink to blame for this. I don’t know, maybe just let it happen? What if I say ‘pretty please’?”

      Mike shivered as a sense of weightlessness formed in the center of his chest and he floated away into the darkness. It felt like nearly an hour passed before the weightless feeling went away. What he had mistaken for darkness was now a black sand beach. Harsh waves smashed themselves against the rocks, slicing away bits of land as they receded. The sky was fractured, as if it were a dome made of broken glass.

      “Is this…my Dreamscape?” He stood and surveyed the area. This island was very different from his own.

      “Not quite.” Lily stood behind him, a serious look on her face. “You’re currently in someone else’s head. If your own Dreamscape wasn’t so strong, I wouldn’t even allow you to think about doing something like this. Hold on, let me check something.” The succubus stared intently through Mike, as if reading a distant teleprompter. “Think of your brains like two computers running the same video game. The actual data is on your hard drive and Ingrid’s, and you are mostly just sharing stuff like current position and inventory. I’m the server that connects you, and we want to avoid anything else that could actually cross over, like a virus.”

      “That’s…yeah, that makes a lot of sense. Didn’t know you were so technical.”

      The succubus blushed. “Don’t mention it. Like, really. I pieced that together from a prior meal.”

      Mike nodded in understanding and moved to Lily’s side. He took her by the hand and squeezed. “Hey. You are what you are, and I accept that. You don’t have to hide it from me. I love you just the way you are.”

      Lily’s face went through a range of emotions. Finally, she scoffed and shrugged. “It’s no big deal, just figured you didn’t want to hear about all the guys I’ve been with is all.”

      “I appreciate that.” He wasn’t fooled in the least by her demeanor. When he pulled on her hand, she followed. “Now let’s go find ourselves a mage.”

      ---

      The halls of Paradise were typically quiet, other than the occasional patrolling Knight or visiting guest. Today, however, Beth could feel a tension in the air that made her a little nervous. She was lying on the pool deck in her one-piece, staring out at the waves as they crashed into the sand, creating foaming tide pools that drained seconds later. While Beth was trying to concentrate on the ebb and flow of the water, the eerie sense that she was being watched by unfriendly eyes kept her distracted. The last time she had experienced such a thing was that first summer at the cabin in Oregon when her lack of awareness had nearly gotten her killed.

      This time, she was far more prepared.

      Lily had popped out a bit ago to go check on Mike. Beth had been hesitant to be left alone, but the succubus said she’d only be gone a little while. Kisa was up in the bedroom playing guard duty, and Beth wondered for the tenth time if perhaps she would be better off sharing the space with the cat girl.

      Still, it wasn’t like she was helpless. If anyone tried to come after her, precognition would give her at least a couple of seconds to react. Being near to so much water, she would actually have more of an edge here than anywhere else.

      Looking out at the tide pools, she took a deep breath and closed her eyes for a moment. She could feel them, the water swirling across the soil, then permeating down through microscopic tunnels left in the sand. Tiny creatures affected the flow of the water as they shifted around looking for their next meal or to avoid becoming one. When the water surged onto the beach, it almost felt like the blood in Beth’s body was moving with it.

      Nearby, Beth heard someone sniff. She opened her eyes and looked at her phone, using the reflection of the screen to see who was standing behind her. Up on the patio, a trio of massive columns formed a partial wall that separated the deck from the glass-walled dining rooms. A figure in a white button-down was partially visible, mopping at her eyes with a small rag.

      It was Aurora. Beth hesitated for a moment, then stood and walked toward the columns. The hostess immediately tried to duck out of sight, but Beth circled around the back and stood between the woman and the dining room door.

      “Excuse me,” said Aurora as she clutched her clipboard to her chest. The dark rings under her eyes were visible through her concealer. “Did you need something?”

      “I did, actually.” Beth stepped forward and held her hands up to the woman’s face. “May I?”

      Aurora looked up at her with eyes that were irritated from crying. “May you what?”

      Beth allowed her magic to manifest and then wrapped it around the woman. She used it to exude trust and safety but nothing more. “I can tell you’re having a tough time with something,” she said. “While I probably can’t fix the issue, I can at least make you a little more comfortable.”

      “I don’t know⁠—”

      “Your nose is raw from the sniffles and the skin under your eyes is starting to crack from wiping tears. I can fix that.”

      Aurora sniffed, doubt in her eyes. “Why would you do that?”

      So you’ll shut the fuck up. The intrusive thought came in Lily’s voice. Beth assumed this was just her brain’s attempt to lighten the moment.

      “Because I can.” Her fingertips glowed. It had nothing to do with the magic she was about to perform, but Beth figured it was a nice touch.

      Aurora closed her eyes and nodded. Beth placed her fingertips on Aurora’s temples and her thumbs on the woman’s cheekbones. Closing her eyes, she forced the woman’s sinuses to clear out and used her magic to accelerate Aurora’s healing. This trick wasn’t good for anything worse than a paper cut, but blood was essentially just water with some extra stuff in it.

      When Aurora opened her eyes again, most of the redness was gone. Beth took a step back and examined her handiwork. “I got most of the dark circles,” she said. “Another layer of makeup will probably cover it up.”

      The woman sniffed experimentally and then bowed her head. “Thank you. You really didn’t have to do that.”

      “Are you upset about what happened on the mountain?” Unless Aurora was going through a nasty breakup, this was the most logical assumption.

      “It’s…I don’t know that we should⁠—”

      Beth waved dismissively. “Oh, don’t worry about it. I’m already aware the prevailing theory is that Mike is the culprit and we’re the bad guys. So don’t worry about beating around the bush with me.”

      The hostess frowned. “That’s, uh…”

      “It’s fine. I could tell you were hurting is all. For the record, he’s not responsible for it. The attack on your people.” Beth turned to head back to her chair.

      “Who was?” Aurora’s voice was strained but had an edge to it.

      Beth contemplated how to answer. She had been inclined to help the woman and now had the same urge to continue speaking with her. Normally she would say nothing, but right now, her gut said they should talk.

      “They were attacked by Nightmarchers. Your people set camp and had the spirits locked out. Later in the night, Captain Francois broke the barrier in order to cover up an attempt on Leilani’s life as well as Mike’s.” Beth noticed Aurora was holding her breath. “Francois is some type of necromancer. He has a literal skeleton army that travels with him. They helped take the Order down, and all hell broke loose.”

      “How do you know all this?” she asked. “We haven’t been able to get hold of anyone.”

      Or so you’ve been told. Beth thought back to breakfast with the director. “I heard it from Mike himself,” she replied. “And when he comes back with Ingrid and Leilani, they’ll vouch for him.”

      “Ingrid survived?” Aurora’s eyes flicked back and forth along the deck, verifying it was empty. “Did…did anyone else?”

      “I’m sorry, I honestly don’t know.” Beth shook her head. “From what I know, it was chaos. My own people barely survived, and they got separated. Still, it’s a pretty big jungle, so maybe someone got lucky.”

      “Maybe.” Aurora looked down at her clipboard. “My older sister was one of the guides for that mission, and I…she’s all I have.”

      “Then I hope she made it.” Beth put a reassuring arm on the woman’s shoulder. “This sounds silly, but would you like a hug?”

      “Um, I…” Aurora lowered the clipboard and stepped into Beth’s embrace. She let out a few sharp cries of agony, and Beth held her tight as she swaddled Aurora in her magic.

      Warmth. Safety. Hope. These were things she could give her, even if the reprieve was only temporary. Beth said nothing, content to let the hostess break protocol and just cry for a few seconds. When the woman was done, she wiped her eyes and took a step back.

      “Thank you,” she said, then cleared her throat. “I, um, should get to my duties.”

      “You probably should.” Beth smiled. “But definitely stay out of our room. Lily is going for shock value now.”

      Aurora actually snorted. “She’s the most difficult person I’ve ever dealt with,” she said. “All of you are. Well, not all of you, I mean⁠—”

      Beth laughed. “It’s fine. We all live together, trust me, I know.” She moved back toward her chair and stared out at the water. “Think I might go for a swim, see what the merfolk are up to.” She hadn’t made any efforts to speak with them since the incident with Ano. The incident had been slightly mortifying, and her focus had been on sticking around the resort in case her own people needed her. Now, however, she wanted to get away from that creepy vibe that followed her like a storm cloud.

      She wandered the edge of the beach for a few minutes, then started walking along the dock. Beth was nearly halfway down when she spotted movement beneath the water. At least three merfolk disappeared from sight as she continued out to the edge where she sat and stuck her feet in the water.

      “Ano?” Staring down at the water, she was a little surprised when he didn’t appear right away. Then again, she had bailed on him and not made any further efforts to come out here since yesterday. It wasn’t like she expected him to sit here all day, waiting to see if she would come back.

      Leaning back, she let out a heavy sigh and stared out into the water. There were a few distant clouds that vanished over the horizon, but the skies were otherwise clear. If Ano didn’t show up soon, maybe she would just jump in and go for a swim of her own.

      Ano surfaced rather rapidly, his waist and upper body popping up like a cork. “Lady Beth!” he declared, his body tilting back and splashing into the water. He stuck his arms behind his head and floated in place. “I apologize. I was out at the reef visiting with friends when I heard you were coming.”

      “That’s quite a swim,” she said, wondering just how fast merfolk could swim. It had to be similar to what a dolphin could accomplish, right? Probably faster because they could manipulate the water using their magic. “But thank you for coming.”

      “Of course.” Ano smiled up at her. “Is there somewhere you wanted to go today?”

      “Nowhere specific. I didn’t wear that sunblock today, so it won’t—” She had already been slipping into the water when she felt a chill run up her spine. For just a moment, her eyes locked on the horizon at the distant clouds, then she turned to look back down the dock.

      “Is everything okay?” Ano asked.

      “No. It really isn’t. I need to go back to my room.” Beth pushed her hands against the edge of the dock when she felt something grab her by the ankles and pull. She took a deep breath as she was yanked beneath the water, then sent a pulse of magic to her eyes so she could at least see and hear what was about to happen. Ano sank beneath the waves with her, but they were joined by a pair of merfolk who were currently holding her by the ankles.

      “I’m sorry it had to be this way.” Ano gave her a weak grin and looked at the others. “He said it would be easier if we could get you into deeper water, but we were already nervous you may have seen him out in the bay.”

      “Who?” Beth mouthed, though she pretty much knew the answer.

      “The Captain.” Ano sighed as the four of them sank to the bottom. “When the queen learned that your Caretaker forced his will on the princess and abducted her, it was decided the best decision would be to turn you over to him so he could arrange a trade to get her back. I apologize that you’ve been caught up in⁠—”

      Beth glared hard enough at him that he shut up.

      Ano shrugged and turned away from her. “I’m sorry, Lady Beth.”

      The merfolk holding her feet moved up to her arms and pulled. She tried to fight them, but doing so meant she used up what limited air she had. Learning to breathe underwater wasn’t something she was going to magically master right now, which meant she needed to figure out a different solution. She couldn’t even kick or scream properly, not down here beneath the waves.

      Scowling, she fixed the merfolk with a wicked glare, her magic churning deep within her belly. She would only get one chance at escape, and she needed to make it count. All merfolk had a relationship with the ocean that went beyond anything she had ever accomplished, so water magic wasn’t the answer. Fighting was out as well because they overpowered her.

      They continued to pull. The ground dropped away beneath them, revealing smooth sand and the start of small coral colonies. Schools of fish watched their passage with curiosity before returning to all the things fish did.

      Beth looked at her captors. One was a man, the other a woman. Frowning, she decided to play all her cards at once and pulled her body forward until her hands were next to her face. The merfolk looked back briefly but paid her no attention.

      Opening her mouth wide, she bit the merwoman’s hand as hard as she could. The merwoman cried out in surprise and yanked her hand away, leaving a red cloud of blood in the water. Beth used her free hand to grab the merman by the crotch and forced her magic into his body, causing his whole body to jerk erratically as he blew his load immediately in the water.

      Ano was just turning around to see what had happened when Beth begged the water to carry her to shore on its waves. The merfolk were expert swimmers, but even they couldn’t compete with the swirling mass that sucked Beth toward the surface and then carried her toward the beach. She made an attempt to body surf but quickly lost control as the massive wave turned her upside down and slammed her into the beach with a thud.

      Groaning, Beth tried to stand but got caught in the face by another wave. She had been deposited ass first, and the sting of salt swished through her sinuses. She frantically backpedaled, her body suddenly very heavy.

      “Beth!” Ano called from maybe fifteen feet behind her. The sand trembled beneath her body, and she felt it shift and sink as the water pulled it apart. The water still ahead of her turned into a swirling mass that threatened to suck her out to sea, but she rolled sideways and avoided the artificial riptide Ano had created. Grunting, she closed her eyes and sent her will into the ocean, seeking out Ano.

      If she wanted, she could spin the water in an attempt to pull him under. Or maybe she could ask the waves to dunk him and buy her a couple of seconds to pull herself onto the beach. But either of these choices weren’t likely to work, so she relied on something else entirely.

      Using her magic, she formed a massive fist out of water and punched Ano right in his mermaid’s purse.

      “Gah.” The merman groaned as blue veins formed all along his forehead and temples. Beth felt his grasp of the magic release, and she scrambled to her feet and sprinted up the sand toward the chairs. A male member of the serving staff had stopped at the top of the hill, staring down at Beth in alarm. His eyes rapidly danced back and forth between Beth and the injured merman, then looked farther out. Beth turned back to see dark shapes surface out in the bay, their piscine features twisted in anger.

      “It’s a bit too rough out there,” she said, stopping by her chair to pick up her towel. She wrapped it around her waist, wincing inwardly at the scrapes all up and down her legs as they vanished into darkness. “Definitely a red flag day.”

      Beth turned back one last time, her eyes searching the horizon. She didn’t know where Captain Francois was hiding his ship, but the man had just ruined the ocean for her. If he was lucky, Mike would get to him before she did.

      ---

      “So where do you think we are exactly?” Mike stopped to gaze back out at the ocean. The water was nearly black in places, and he had already seen a couple of those weird Dreamscape entities surface briefly to watch them.

      “If I had to guess, maybe Mediterranean waters. This place seems like a proper bastardization of it.” Lily tilted her head to one side and narrowed her eyes. “Something is coming.”

      “Ingrid?”

      “Nope. We’re getting close to where she’s hiding though. It’s some manifestation of her subcon—there it is.” Lily pointed up toward a winged beast in the sky that was already diving at them. Mike leaped backward, buoyed onto the wind like a kite as the creature crashed into the sand where they had been standing. The impact crater was nearly twenty feet across, and their attacker was busy scrambling to its feet. It looked like it was cobbled together from bits of leather and string with teeth made of jagged metal.

      “Is that thing supposed to be a pterodactyl?” he asked. The pterodactyl-thing opened its mouth to reveal a ball of fire that it launched upward at the two of them. He shifted to the side, allowing the projectile to sail past him. “That would be a no.”

      “It’s supposed to be a drake.” Lily let the next fireball wash over her. “This thing is tied directly to some of her deepest fears and phobias. Do you want to take it out or should I?”

      “Stuff in her head can’t hurt me, right?” Mike floated to the side again as a fireball whizzed past him.

      “This thing won’t. It’s just your basic nightmare material. Those things out there absolutely could though.” Lily pointed toward the water. Mike watched a shadowy figure dip beneath the waves. “You’re technically more vulnerable here than your own skull.”

      “So I could just—” Mike fell out of the sky as the drake launched itself toward him. He landed harmlessly in the sand as the creature shrieked with fury. It flapped its wings above him and then spat a jet of flames in his direction. Summoning up a wall of sand, he crouched behind it and let the fire wash over the top.

      “You’re really overthinking this,” said Lily. “You’re in someone else’s dream. Everything in here is pretty much made of paper. It’s only as strong as you believe it to be.”

      “That fire still feels hot,” he yelled back, wincing from the heat.

      “Ugh, do I need to give you the speech from The Matrix?” Lily stood next to him now, tapping her foot impatiently.

      “No,” he muttered. “But if you want to wear a certain leather outfit for me later…”

      Lily’s outfit blurred, and she was now in tight leather pants with a matching tank top that looked painted on. “If you impress me, I’ll let you nut in my ass while pretending to be the actress from the movie.” She lifted her mirrored sunglasses and licked her lips. “In the real world.”

      “I am the one!” Mike loudly declared as he threw himself into the sky. The drake squawked in alarm as his fist slammed into its skull, crumpling the creature into a literal ball of paper that fell down onto the beach. The wind caught it, causing it to tumble out into the water where the dark things lay waiting.

      Mike landed in the sand, laughing as he brushed himself off. “How was that?” he asked. Lily smirked at him and put her shades back on.

      “I guess it was okay,” she said as she turned away.

      “You’re a tease.”

      “And you like it.” Lily swayed her ass as she continued along the beach. “Guess you’ll just have to wait and see.”

      Mike groaned, but it was playful. This was simply the game they played. He was fairly certain Lily kept a mental list of all the things she had promised or threatened to do to him, so it wouldn’t surprise him if she waited thirty years to make good on her promise.

      “Dear future me,” he whispered. “You’re welcome.”

      The beach stretched dramatically, as if someone had grabbed the edge of the world and pulled it tight. A column of smoke appeared up ahead. Circling above were more of the macabre, patchwork drakes they had already faced off against.

      “So out of curiosity, what makes this different from a regular dream?” he asked. “You said Ingrid’s mind is broken, but other than looking spooky, this seems like an ordinary nightmare.”

      “It’s stuff you can’t see.” Lily pointed at the sky. “Each of those cracks goes somewhere. Some to her childhood, others to adulthood. But they aren’t regular memories. They’re deep-seated in very primal emotions. The core of who Ingrid is lies up ahead. If that sky were to crack any more, she could end up trapped in an endless cycle of personal torment and might go catatonic. When I came in here earlier, she freaked out when she saw me, and things got worse.”

      “And you think I can do better?”

      “She likes you.” Lily chuckled. “And I mean that in every way possible. We’re talking latent sexual awakenings, the whole nine yards.”

      Mike ignored the comment. “Out of curiosity, why not just make yourself look like me?”

      “Don’t mistake her mental fragility for weakness.” Lily turned to walk backward. “She would absolutely suspect something is up. In fact, she’s probably one of the stronger people I’ve met in this manner. The only reason this happened is because you’ve already made her question so many facets of her life. That, combined with the trauma of losing her partner and being forced to relive losing her family as a child, had her in a weakened state. Meeting Di tipped her over.” The succubus paused. “Seriously though. How big is this dragon? In her memories, it’s practically the size of a skyscraper.”

      “Not skyscraper sized,” Mike replied. “But she would struggle to fit in our front yard.”

      Lily whistled appreciatively. “I’ve got to meet her.”

      “If you do, play nice.”

      “I always play nice.”

      “She could swallow you by accident.”

      “Kinky.” Lily paused for a moment and turned around. “Okay, she’s up ahead. Time for me to be the devil on your shoulder.”

      “What does that even—” He watched as Lily shrank down to the size of Daisy and then flew to land on his shoulder. “I know for a fact that you could just turn invisible.”

      Lily stuck out her tongue and licked his neck. “Get moving, Romeo,” she said in a high-pitched voice. “And try not to swallow me by accident.”

      “Is this some new kink you have?”

      The tiny succubus shrugged. “Unless you’re going to swallow me and find out, we’ll never know. Now get moving before this egg cracks for good.”

      He looked up at the sky and winced. There were more cracks than ever, and pieces of the sky had fallen away to reveal dark spaces behind them. Instead of stars, he saw blinking lights that reminded him far more of hungry, glowing eyes in the dark.

      “Lily? What am I looking at?”

      “I honestly have no idea, Romeo. That isn’t something she’s creating. You need to hurry. Otherwise, I’m going to wake you up before we find out.”

      Mike broke into a jog, the landscape blurring and smearing out behind him. The black sand became stiff beneath his feet, giving way to jagged rocks that broke through the surface like teeth. A column of smoke led him to the remains of a disproportionately-sized airplane. It looked like something that was perfect for island hopping but was roughly the size of a 737.

      “Dream logic,” he muttered. The plane was magnified in size by its importance and the size difference between an adult and a child. His skin sizzled when he placed his palms against the hot metal, but it didn’t hurt. Inside, several people screamed as they burned away, a sound he was all too familiar with from his own nightmares. He dug his fingers into the fuselage, which parted like clay. With minimal effort, he started peeling the metal back.

      “I wouldn’t,” said Lily in his ear. “Her family died in this crash and were eaten by drakes. Whatever might fall out if you do that will be her worst visualization of the experience. Better you leave them in there.”

      “Seriously?” Mike had a tough time ignoring the wails of agony.

      “They aren’t real. You are, I am, and so is she.” Lily moved to the edge of his shoulder and pointed past the plane. “You’ll find her past here, tucked away in the rocks.”

      Annoyed he had to leave Ingrid’s memories to their fate, he found a gap beneath the broken body of the plane to squirm through. The aircraft tried to sink into the ground and pin him in place, but he ignored the heavy weight of the plane and the flames crawling across his body. On the other side of the plane, the sky was packed with more of the drakes, but they were busy circling above an outcropping of rocks that were steepled together in a manner that reminded him of a temple.

      “In there?” he asked.

      “Hurry,” Lily replied.

      Mike ran toward the rocks. A drake landed in front of him, but he vaulted over it. When another swooped down to intercept him with jaws open wide, he dove down its gullet and pierced through the back of its body like a bullet.

      “Do anything for you?” he asked the demon on his shoulder. Lily snorted but didn’t reply. A third drake had crammed its upper body into a small cave partially flooded with water, its sinewy tail whipping back and forth. Mike grabbed the tail and yanked the creature out. Digging his heels into the sand, he twisted his body hard, causing the drake to spin in the air. After two good spins, he hurled the drake into the sky where it collided with several others. The beasts exploded into fiery confetti that rained down onto the sand.

      “That may have done something for me,” Lily whispered in his ears.

      “If that’s the case, I have the perfect fantasy we could explore,” he replied as he approached the cave. “But you’ll have to wear pink and promise to bake me a cake.”

      “Leave it to you to complicate a simple plumber fantasy.” The succubus bit his earlobe playfully. “I’ll put it on the list.”

      “Yahoo,” he whispered in a bad accent, then stepped into the darkness of the cave. “Hello? Is anyone in here?” Snapping his fingers, he summoned the lightning spiders, which scattered along the inner rocks. Realizing spiders may be too scary, he bent the dream to his will and forced them to turn into harmless balls of light. “Ingrid?”

      “Daddy?” Up ahead, somebody sniffled. “Is that you?”

      Mike felt his chest tighten at the sound of a child’s voice. “No, sweetheart, but I’m here to help you.”

      “There are monsters outside. Big ones with teeth.” A crouched form in the back of the cave shifted and slid free of the darkness. It was clearly Ingrid, but the woman was now a young girl in a tattered blue dress. “They crashed my parents’ plane.”

      “I know.” He took a step toward her, but Ingrid stepped back. The tinkling sound of glass on rock reverberated through the cave, and they looked up at the darkened ceiling. Despite the cave only being maybe twenty feet tall on the outside, the cathedral ceilings disappeared into the darkness above. Cold water swirled in from outside, hugging Mike’s calves and sapping heat from them.

      “The tide is coming in.” Ingrid hugged herself and shivered. “When it does, the crabs will try to eat the skin off your legs. You have to keep moving your feet.” The water had already crept up to her knees. “I want my mommy.”

      Mike took a deep breath out of habit. He knew what it was like to be stuck in an endless cycle of self-torment. It had taken Naia’s magic to snap him out of it, but even then, there had been a period of adjustment. Part of him was tempted to just grab Ingrid and drag her away from this place, but he doubted that would even work. After all, this dream was centered around Ingrid herself.

      “So I’m still in my head, and she’s in hers, right?” Mike looked at his shoulder. Lily wasn’t there.

      “That’s right,” she replied from behind his ear. He assumed she was hiding from Ingrid’s view. “You’re in her dream, but it’s your Dreamscape that is replicating what she sees.”

      The cave shuddered. Mike looked over his shoulder to see that a drake had forced its oversize head into the entrance and was snapping at the two of them. Its teeth always just missed him, and the hot breath on his skin felt like a sunburn.

      “Can I take it over?” he asked, looking back at Ingrid. She had pressed herself against the back wall and was already alternating legs to stand.

      “Not really,” Lily replied. “She needs to cede control but isn’t really aware she’s in charge of this place.”

      “I see.” Mike turned to face the drake. If he was going to get through to Ingrid, he needed to appeal to her logic. Right now, she was raw emotion and terror. If he wanted, he could pull the drake apart, but what then? Would another come take its place? Taking Ingrid outside would only force her to see the wreckage of her plane.

      He took a step backward, followed by another. Each time, the drake became more aggressive, its teeth gnashing just inches away. It couldn’t really hurt him, but Ingrid didn’t know that. The moment his back hit the wall, the cathedral-sized cave folded in on the two of them, the walls now narrow enough that he had to turn sideways.

      “There isn’t room for both of us,” Ingrid whimpered as the drake snapped its teeth.

      Mike turned to look at her. “There is if you don’t mind getting picked up,” he said. “My name is Mike, by the way. We met before.”

      There was a flicker of recognition in her eyes, but it was brief. The drake let out a shriek that shook the air, its jaw open wide. Mike reached out and snatched its tongue, then yanked so hard that the creature slammed its head into the rocks. The creature withdrew its head, leaving him alone with Ingrid.

      “We did?” Ingrid studied his face, her eyes wide in the darkness.

      Mike summoned a ball of light, which he held out in front of her. “Maybe you could be my helper,” he said, putting the ball of light in her hands. “I can keep you up out of the water, and you can hold that up for both of us to see. What do you think?”

      Ingrid hugged the ball of light to her chest like a security blanket and nodded. Mike knelt and let her scramble onto his back. The two of them barely fit, but when he rose, little crabs fell off Ingrid’s feet.

      “I don’t remember this part,” she said, and a ripple went through the dream.

      “That’s because this is new,” he replied. “I wasn’t around on the day of your accident, but I am today.”

      “That makes sense,” she muttered as she toyed with the light. “When the plane crashed, others survived, you know. I was the only one small enough to escape.”

      “That happened to me once,” he replied, leaning against the wall. Crabs swarmed his legs, taking phantom chunks out of his skin, but he ignored them. “I was in a car accident, and it caught on fire.”

      “I know,” Ingrid whispered, her voice suddenly mature and distant, as if it was coming from outside. “I remember it from your file.”

      “When you’re little, everything is at least ten times scarier because the world seems so big. We like to think it will be easier once we’re all grown up, but I don’t think that’s true. Even as a grown-up, a lot of that stuff followed me.” Outside, a drake shrieked and pressed its face into the opening. “Not now, we’re talking,” Mike said, and another ripple went through the dream. The drake nodded and moved away.

      “That didn’t happen either,” Ingrid said, her voice once more coming from outside the cave.

      “That’s because I’m here,” Mike explained, though the drake’s reaction lacked any real logic. “I’m like Gandalf, or whatever. I drop by and impart knowledge, and nothing bad happens while I’m here.”

      “I never watched those movies.” Ingrid shifted on his back. “Dragons terrify me.”

      “Well, the dragon was primarily in The Hobbit, but that’s okay. Are you scared of them because of the drakes?”

      He felt her nod against his back, but her voice came from elsewhere. “That’s what I thought they were when I was a child,” she said. “They’re not really the same, but that doesn’t really matter now, does it?”

      “No, it doesn’t.” He felt a presence watching them and felt Ingrid tense up so hard that the cave actually squeezed them. He looked toward the entrance and saw a massive eye peering into the cave. It looked suspiciously similar to Di’s. “You’ll have to come back later,” he told it. “We’re talking about important stuff right now.”

      There was a long pause, and the eye vanished, followed by the tremors of something big walking away.

      “It listened to you,” she said.

      “Of course it did,” he replied. “I’ve really only met two dragons, but both of them were very friendly to me. Maybe I’m part dragon?”

      “I doubt it.” Ingrid’s voice was childlike once more. “Maybe you’re just very brave. I wish I could be brave.”

      “Bravery means being strong even when you might fail. You seem pretty brave to me, facing down all these monsters while stuck in a cave.”

      “I’m not brave,” she replied. “I’m just a kid.”

      “Kids can be brave. It just looks a little different.” The tight walls of the cave loosened up. “I have kids. Did you know that?”

      “Kids?” asked Ingrid from outside the cave once more. Mike considered the child on his back. Was Ingrid’s mind in two separate places? Clearly, both halves were listening to him. “I thought you only had one?”

      “Nice going,” muttered Lily in his ear.

      “My youngest is very shy,” he replied, cursing himself. Talking to Ingrid had reminded him of Callisto and Grace, and he had slipped into dad mode. “Doesn’t talk to anybody, so I don’t take her anywhere.”

      “Maybe taking her places would encourage her to speak more, or whatever.” The child on his back shifted her weight, then wrapped her arms around his neck. “I’m really tired.”

      “I bet you are. If you want, we could probably find somewhere more comfortable to sit. I know a place that isn’t far from here where you could relax.” He had an idea but needed Ingrid’s cooperation.

      “But what about the drakes?”

      “They’re not invited,” he said. “And can I tell you a secret? You have to promise not to tell anyone.”

      “What is it?” This time, he heard both adult Ingrid and child Ingrid answer him.

      “I live in a house full of magical people,” he said, looking over his shoulder. The young girl’s eyes had gone wide. “They taught me how to use magic. Maybe they’ll teach you magic too.”

      “I already know magic.” Adult Ingrid spoke now, her voice coming from the shadows. The entrance of the cave vanished, and they were plunged into darkness, save for the magical light in the child’s hands. Adult Ingrid stepped forward into the light, her features twisted and angry. “And it wasn’t enough.”

      “Enough for what?” he asked.

      “I devoted my whole life to becoming stronger,” she said, sneering at the two of them. “To be able to face off against the things that lurk in the dark. And it wasn’t enough.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “I’m still here.” Ingrid pointed a finger at the younger version of herself. “A part of me never left this cave, Mike. I pursued magic so nobody else would become that scared little girl, forced to lick condensation off the walls for days to survive while the crabs ate her feet.”

      “And?” Mike turned to face Ingrid, one arm protectively wrapped around the girl on his back. “There’s no magical spell that can fix the past, you know.”

      Ingrid sighed and turned away from him. He noticed the darkness seemed to eat her away, leaving only bits of her behind. “How did you do it, Mike? How did you move past what you went through as a kid?”

      “I found people to support me. They became my family.” He moved toward Ingrid. “It all started when I met some incredible women that taught me it was possible to be amazing, no matter what or where you came from.”

      Ingrid looked over her shoulder at him, her features dubious. “You’re really going to tell me you found inner peace just by meeting some people?”

      Mike shrugged. “Well, that’s just it. I got lucky. That’s sort of my thing these days. I was given an opportunity to better myself, and I took it. But you don’t have to take my word for it, you can meet them for yourself.”

      “We’re the only people in here,” said Ingrid. “This is a dream, right?”

      He nodded. “It might be a dream, but it’s very real. I’m not just some figment of your imagination. I’m actually in here, with you. Do you remember anything that⁠—”

      The ground shook beneath him, and Lily yanked hard on his earlobe.

      “Not yet,” she whispered.

      Mike stared at Ingrid for several seconds as the dream stabilized once more. He looked over his shoulder at the child on his back. “So are you ready to see some magic?”

      “I already told you. I know magic.” Adult Ingrid crossed her arms.

      “I’m going to show your inner child a different kind of magic.” Mike turned away from Ingrid. “You’re welcome to come too, if you want.”

      Ingrid snorted but took a step in his direction. “You don’t actually have to carry her,” she said. “She’s not real.”

      “That’s not true for a moment.” Mike reached over his shoulder and patted young Ingrid on the head. “She’s every bit as real as you or me. Besides, if I don’t carry her out of here, how will she ever escape this cave?”

      “Good job, Romeo. I’ll do the next part.” Lily slid into Mike’s collar and vanished. Ingrid followed behind him once he started walking, the dream crumbling in places as they walked toward a distant light. It was similar to the entrance he had come through, but daylight and seagulls had replaced a crashed plane and drakes.

      “This is my home,” he announced, stepping onto the soil. He paused to set young Ingrid down, the girl now rubbing her eyes. “My house is just up the hill.”

      “This is stupid,” muttered Ingrid. Even though she had stepped free of the cave, the darkness clung to her like ink.

      Mike shrugged. “Better than having crabs eat our feet.” He looked at the girl at his side. “Are you hungry? I have a friend who loves to cook.”

      Young Ingrid nodded, and he took her up the beach to the house. Ingrid stood in the background as Mike introduced her younger self to everyone who came out to greet them. They spent the majority of a day there, visiting with the others and playing games. Naia initiated a massive water fight that nearly everyone participated in, and Sofia kept bringing out huge trays of food, which the child ate greedily from. Cecilia taught everyone a song in her native tongue, then spent an hour sharing fae songs with them that had Mike on the edge of tears more than once.

      On three different occasions, the drakes arrived. Each time, they were torn apart by Abella, who kept her eyes on the sky. Young Ingrid hugged the gargoyle more than once in appreciation.

      It was late afternoon when Lily came sauntering down the trail, a smug look on her face. Both adult and young Ingrid noticed her, but neither paid her any mind.

      “It’s only been half an hour in the real world,” she said, leaning in to place a kiss on Mike’s chin. “But I think it’s working.”

      “Really?” He looked at the adult version of Ingrid, scowling from the sidelines. “It doesn’t seem like it. And which version is really her, anyway?”

      “They both are. But you knew that already, didn’t you?”

      He shrugged. “I suspected, but I’m hardly an expert.”

      The succubus slid her arm through his. “I’m having very unclean thoughts about you,” she said with a grin. “It’s too bad we have company. Think of all the fun we could be having.”

      “Put it on the list.” He gave her butt a playful swat and noticed immediately that she was wearing leather pants. “Out of curiosity, how much of this will she even remember?”

      Lily thought for a moment before answering. “As far as I can tell, not a whole lot. Her mind is still fragmented, but at least it’s calm. You’ve got your work cut out for you, but I have faith.” She pecked him on the cheek, made sure child Ingrid wasn’t looking, then grabbed his crotch. “I’m doing this in real life too. That old lady is giving me a real dirty look.”

      Mike winced. “Just so you know, that’s Pele.”

      “I know.” Lily bit his lip playfully and wandered toward the beach. “Don’t mind me, I’m just here to get a tan.”

      Thinking on Lily’s words, Mike watched both versions of Ingrid, curious what it would take to wake the women up. The child version seemed perfectly content to be at the center of attention, but adult Ingrid was just a bundle of anger, watching from the shadows.

      It was nearly sunset when Tink and Kisa led young Ingrid down to the beach to look for rainbow-colored seashells. Ingrid the adult finally stepped free of the sidelines and shook her head as she watched her younger self go running off.

      “It isn’t fair,” she muttered, her eyes glistening. “She looks so…happy.”

      “And you think she doesn’t deserve happiness?” Mike raised an eyebrow at Ingrid. “Don’t you deserve happiness?”

      “You act like my therapist.”

      “I’ve had a lot of therapy.”

      Ingrid turned and looked back at the house and all its people, scattered across the grounds. “I don’t pretend to fully understand all this,” she said. “But I suppose it has its place.”

      “This is home. Home is where your heart is.” Mike gestured at the women around him. “No matter what happens in my life, these are the people who are waiting to be there for me. In return, I’m there for them. We’re a family.”

      The mage gave him a hard stare. “I’m not falling for that found family bullshit. Relationships are transactional. You can try to sell me on love and happiness, but in reality, none of these people would be here if you didn’t have something to offer them.” She pointed at Abella, who stood nearby with her arms crossed and her eyes on the sky. “She’s your muscle. You give her a place to stay, she beats shit up for you. And then there’s Ratu. Magic. I’m not sure about the goblin, I have huge doubts you keep her around to clean stuff.”

      “Fix stuff,” Mike corrected. “And just because we all have our parts to play doesn’t mean we’re lying to ourselves.”

      Ingrid snorted. “Mark my words. One day, this place will fall apart because someone won’t be pulling their own weight. Everything will collapse.”

      “You have trust issues.”

      “That’s because the only person I trust is myself.” Ingrid pointed at her face. “I became strong so I would never feel like that little girl again. And you know what? I let myself down. That fear, it all came back to me when we were chased by spirits, attacked by skeletons, and then that dragon⁠—”

      “You don’t actually trust yourself.” Mike shook his head. “You can give me speeches about the way things actually are, but you’re wrong.” Almost like magic, everything fell into place.

      “Prove it,” said Ingrid. “Prove me wrong.”

      “Oh, that’s easy. That little girl, the one down at the beach. You said it yourself earlier, that she doesn’t matter. She saw and experienced terrible things that you, as an adult, have to live with. Well, I hate to tell you this, but you’re still that little girl. When we grow up and become adults, we don’t magically stop being the people we were. We carry them inside us.

      “When I was little, my mother was a tyrant. I spent a lot of years trying to forget, but even just the memory of her was enough to yank me back to years of emotional abuse. Nobody was there to take care of that small, frightened child. And yes, it took a bit of magic and more than a few lucky breaks, but I learned that even though I’m an adult now, that child still exists. If I don’t take care of him, who will?”

      Ingrid groaned. “Ugh, this is more of that ‘love yourself’ bullshit. I hear it in therapy all the time.”

      “Wrong.” Mike gestured toward the beach, where young Ingrid and Tink were dancing around a massive conch shell covered in glitter. “That little girl watched monsters eat her parents but still has enough love in her heart to trust a green-skinned stranger to show her wonders on the beach. Where’s your sense of wonder, Ingrid? When did you forget how to find joy, to see the magic in ordinary things? You’ve worked so hard to drive that little girl away that the only reason she’s still stuck in that cave is that you refuse to acknowledge that part of you. I’m glad you’re a survivor, I don’t need to explain that to you. But until you learn to love that little girl, that forgotten part of yourself, you will never be able to thrive.”

      Ingrid’s face turned red, and she drew a wand from her pocket and pointed it in his direction. Mike crossed his arms and glared at her.

      “Go ahead. Setting me on fire won’t change the fact that you aren’t whole. And while you will never truly be whole again, she’s the closest thing you will ever come to it.”

      “You don’t understand,” Ingrid hissed, tears in her eyes. “It’s too hard.”

      “Hard things are worth doing.” Mike stepped forward and touched Ingrid’s wand. It popped like a bubble. “So maybe it’s time you get to know yourself a little better. C’mon. I’ll help.”

      He took her by the hand, and she wordlessly followed him down to the beach. Child Ingrid paused what she was doing to watch them approach, a technicolor crab in her hands. Slashes of red, blue, and green were all over her arms.

      “Look what I found,” she declared, then ran up to herself. “This one doesn’t bite, he just leaves paint marks!” Sure enough, the crab took a swipe at her fingers, leaving behind a streak of gold.

      Ingrid let go of Mike’s hand and knelt in front of her younger self. Mike took a step back and watched, the surf becoming loud enough to drown out their conversation.

      “You’re giving me DILF vibes so hard right now,” said Lily from nearby. She was sitting in a lounge chair with a massive margarita glass stuck in the sand. “Not going to listen in on their conversation?”

      “Nope.” Mike moved to sit with Lily. “Some things are meant to be private.”

      They watched and waited as Ingrid’s inner child showed her the things she had found on the beach. There were plenty of tears followed by laughter, and Ingrid eventually looked up at Mike, nodded, then crouched to pick herself up. Together, they walked along the beach until they disappeared like ghosts.

      “Good job, Romeo.” Lily pushed him down on the chair. “Guess who’s stirring in the real world? I’ve slowed things down a bit. You can totally have your way with me for a couple of hours if you want, it will only be a minute there.”

      Mike grinned. “You know, that sounds like a lot of—” He heard a loud crack from above and rolled onto his back as a pane of glass fell out of the sky and shattered right next to them. Up above, a dark void had formed, and eyes, hundreds of them, peered through the gap.

      “What the actual fuck?” Lily jumped to her feet. “I understand why we saw them in her head, but they shouldn’t be here! Why are they here?”

      “That would be my fault, I’m afraid.” The husky voice carried over the surf, and Mike turned his head to see Titania standing atop a nearby rock, all four of her arms crossed over her chest. “They sensed my presence and have latched on. A temporary issue, I assure you.”

      “Wait, what are you—” Lily popped out of existence, leaving behind rainbow smoke.

      “What did you do?” Mike asked, looking at where Lily had been.

      The queen of the fae stepped down onto the beach, silver and golden flowers forming beneath her feet. “You and I need to have a talk, Caretaker. The fate of your world depends on it.”
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      Mike frowned at the queen of the fae. Though her entrance was dramatic, he was far more concerned with the mysterious visitors who had poked a hole in the sky directly above. The amorphic entities squeezed around one another like beads of oil trapped between panes of glass fighting for a better view.

      “So those things were in Ingrid’s head because of you?” he asked.

      “No. They were in the mortal’s head of their own accord and natural curiosity. They are attracted to madness. It calls to them like a beacon. However, their proximity meant they sensed my arrival.” She looked at Mike meaningfully. “The less we acknowledge or interact with them, the better.”

      “What even are they?” he asked.

      Titania smirked. “I could tell you for a price,” she said. “But I know you would feel cheated. This is a mystery you are quite capable of solving on your own.”

      Mike looked up at the eyes again, then remembered he was supposed to ignore them. Dropping his gaze back to the regal figure on the beach, he thought about what Lily had told him regarding the strange entities she had encountered in the Dreamscape. They typically lurked in dark, undefined locations, and rarely interacted with the dreamer. On the few occasions they did, it was typically to pull them away into the dark and expose them to sheer terror.

      The Dreamscape was a place that hovered right on the edge of reason. Time and space were malleable, and he could only think of one thing that would exist just past its boundaries. With their current interest in a divine being, they could only be⁠—

      “Don’t say it aloud,” cautioned Titania. “Nor even think it, not under such inauspicious stars. To do so may bring further attention upon yourself.”

      He nodded his understanding. “Under these circumstances, is any conversation here actually safe?”

      The fae queen moved toward him, her wings fluttering briefly as she hopped down a dune. “The things we would speak of are beneath notice. Predators care not what sheep think unless the sheep conspire against them. I have two concerns I would share with you.”

      “Is one of them the army on my lawn?” Mike asked. “Because that’s a concern I have.”

      Titania’s lips became thin like ribbons as she studied him. “That is one of my concerns, yes. I have many subjects who have brought official complaints to my court in regard to their behavior. The Order and the Sons of Sin have not treated my people very well.”

      Mike nodded but didn’t apologize. Taking the blame for the actions of others was always a terrible idea in regard to the fae. “The Order agreed to stay on my lawn and keep my home safe from harm in my absence,” he replied. “So while my hospitality extended to the grounds of my property, it did not include my home.”

      “But you were aware they would betray you?” Titania lifted an eyebrow and walked past him, the churning surf of the Dreamscape swirling around her ankles.

      “I was.” Mike turned and followed the queen of the fae. “They gave their word, after all. Have they brought any harm to your subjects who live in my gardens?”

      “Not yet. However, these mortals have been quite pushy, and more than a few have harassed the little people. I took it upon myself to invite some to my realm. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “What transpires between you and my guests is none of my business as long as they were given the choice to leave.” Mike thought his statement over, making sure he hadn’t left any technical land mines for himself. He also wanted to ask what had happened to them, but wondered if that would cross some sort of boundary. Ah, the fae. “In all honesty, the Sons of Sin were never invited. The Order took advantage of my hospitality. As far as I am concerned, the mercenaries are uninvited pests. If not for very pressing matters here, I would have given them more of my attention. I had to make a choice between two difficult tasks, and only I could properly attend to the one I decided upon.”

      Titania nodded. “On this, we agree.” The queen knelt and picked up a seashell that looked like a child had bedazzled it. “You are perfectly aware the fae take the rules of hospitality very seriously?”

      “I am.” Mike and Beth had poured over several tomes with Sofia before allowing any of the smaller fae creatures to even consider taking up residence in his yard. It was meant to be a relationship of mutual benefit, the natural magic of his home giving the fae a chance to return and live on Earth for as long as they chose. In return, they helped care for the land along with the centaurs. “If you believe I have erred in this matter⁠—”

      “Stop.” Titania’s voice chilled him. “There is little you could say next that would not bind you.”

      “I was going to say I would not mind hearing your wisdom on the matter should you offer it freely.” He was at the queen’s side now.

      “Hmm.” Titania tucked the shell into one of her sleeves and turned to face him. “In some ways, you think very much like my people.”

      “Your words are kind,” he replied. This made Titania smirk. “You said you had two concerns. Certainly you did not come all this way to speak of the bad behavior of my guests.”

      “I did not. I speak now of the…” Titania paused, then her golden eyes flicked toward the sky. “Hmm. Perhaps I’ve underestimated them. How odd.”

      Mike looked up to see that the hole in the sky had been stretched wider and was packed full of shapeless entities. He reached out with his will to pull the hole shut, but a hand on his shoulder stopped him.

      “I wouldn’t,” she said. “Don’t let them know you are aware they’re here.”

      “They’re looking in my head though.”

      “I shall keep this conversation brief, then.” She tilted her head so she faced the ground. “Even my presence here should not have collected so many.”

      “That makes me feel…” Mike had been about to say better but remembered who he was talking to. “Uncomfortable.”

      “As it should. It has come to my attention that you finally discovered what the dragon Di has been up to these last few centuries.” Titania smiled, showing plenty of teeth. They looked sharper than usual. “I was curious to know what you were planning to do with them.”

      He shrugged. It wasn’t something he had given much thought to. Between the information being new and the problem of Captain Francois, there hadn’t even been much time to discuss with anyone what he actually wanted to do with the eggs.

      “I haven’t planned anything,” he said.

      “Of course you haven’t.” Titania sighed. “Are you even aware what sort of treasure you currently possess?”

      He bit back a sarcastic reply. “I will admit I know very little,” he said, casting a wary glance skyward once more. “But if what I’ve been told is true, it sounds like I could theoretically reset the world with them. Use them to restore magic to the land, or something similar.”

      Titania nodded. “With those beings, it would be entirely in your power to once again lift the veil covering the eyes of the world, to bring back that which Merlin once sealed away. Yours would be a world of science and magic, a place capable of producing wonders both great and deadly.”

      “But wouldn’t that just gather more…attention?” Mike flicked his eyes upward for emphasis.

      “It would.” Titania scowled so hard that she and the ground beneath her feet darkened in color. “The fae realm is considered a safe haven from the outsiders, but your world would cease to be. Should you choose to reestablish that which was lost, they will come for the mortal realm once again, and I fear there would be no stopping them.”

      “Why is your realm safe?” Mike asked.

      “It was built long before your world dared to breathe, Caretaker. Whereas your world is carefully constructed from the fabric of time and space, ours simply is. The only way they could get to us is through your world. Even then, you would witness the Seelie and Unseelie united in a manner that has never occurred before. Our world is built on truths, and beings without shape or logic would have to conform.”

      “So if they invaded you, they would die?”

      “Death is a strange word for such creatures,” she replied. “Logically, they would simply return to the between place they came from.”

      “Why worry about what happens to my world?” he asked. “If your world is safe, that is?”

      “Do you think we would not see a flood of creatures from your realm?” Titania shook her head. “The dragons were hard enough to accommodate, and they were wanted. Every creature in the fae realm is tied to the land in some way. It is part of our magic. Mortals, cryptids, and even divine beings would force themselves into my realm to escape annihilation. I cannot have gods wandering my realm and becoming tied to the land, Caretaker. It was never their world to begin with, and we would be forced to hunt them down as they begin acting on their own designs.”

      “So war, then.” Mike nodded in understanding. “You really think they wouldn’t play nice?”

      “Immortal beings never play nice,” she said. “Eternity is a long time to get along.”

      “Well, if it makes you feel any better, I have no desire to end my own world.” He looked out at the ocean and pondered the dark shapes out there. Here in the Dreamscape, they couldn’t hurt him. But in the real world? Would he be driven mad at the very sight of them? Could he even take one on? He had a vague recollection of the time he and Ratu had destroyed a piece of one. Sometimes, when he was just drifting off to sleep, he remembered screaming until his throat was raw, stabbing at a piece of flesh that shrieked when he punctured one of its many eyes…

      “Give them to me,” said Titania. Mike realized he had tuned her out, and turned in her direction. “My world would be a safe place for them.”

      Mike contemplated the queen, wondering if this was just a suggestion of hers or a command. He really wished he hadn’t drifted there for a second. The air felt heavy with expectation now, and he wasn’t sure how to reply without offending her.

      “The Kahu protected this treasure for generations,” he said. “And it has been in my care less than a full day. It would be wise to make any decision regarding their care only after speaking to the dragon and goddess who still guard them.”

      Titania regarded him coolly for a moment, and he wondered if he had fucked up. Suddenly, the air felt light again, and the weird crimson light around her body faded.

      “It’s a pity you aren’t fae,” she said, moving toward him with her hands clasped in front of her. She placed one hand on his chest and studied his eyes for several long moments. “If the court would allow it, I would make a proper consort of you.”

      “I have other duties,” he replied. He inhaled her scent and was reminded of long summer days in fields of wheat, the tops of the grass tickling his chin as he ran from an oncoming storm. The memories weren’t his, but such things mattered not to the fae.

      “As you do,” Titania whispered, then placed her lips to his. A shock ran through his body, and the Dreamscape fractured like wet sand, falling in clumps around him as light tore through the broken sky above, chasing the others back into the darkness.

      Mike took a deep breath and awoke, his eyes scanning the room. Ingrid was sitting up in bed, clutching her temples and breathing slowly as Pele held a bottle of water for her to drink. Lily stood by Mike, fierce annoyance on her features as she stared at him. Ratu was on the edge of the bed, rubbing Ingrid’s ankles.

      “It worked,” said Pele, her eyes on Mike. “You brought her back.” She sniffed the air and tilted her head to one side. “Why do you smell like honey?”

      “That’s a good question.” Titania’s visitations were meant to be a secret, and he intended to keep them that way. He looked at Ingrid. “How are you feeling?”

      “I have a splitting headache,” Ingrid whispered, then sipped some more water.

      “She’s also dehydrated.” Pele helped Ingrid drink some more water. “You’ve been out for almost a day now.”

      “Almost…a day?” Ingrid looked up in confusion. “The last thing I remembered was seeing…”

      Mike cleared his throat and sat next to the mage, then took her hand in his own. Even now, he couldn’t help but picture the small hands he had held in his mind not so long ago.

      “You saw a dragon,” he said, watching Ingrid’s eyes widen in alarm. “She sensed you three crossing the boundary and retrieved you from the cave network to figure out who you were. Her name is Di, and she is very kind, and quite beautiful.”

      “Her name is…Di?” Ingrid looked at Pele next. “You’re not…her, are you?”

      Pele chuckled. “The dragon? No. She cannot take human form. I’m just an old woman who has been around a long time.”

      “Ingrid.” Mike squeezed the woman’s hand. “You had quite the shock yesterday. Do you remember anything else?”

      “I…no?” She screwed up her face in concentration, then seemed to realize where they were. “Wait, you said we crossed the boundary? Are we here?”

      “My property? Yes.” Mike studied Ingrid’s features, then looked past her physical appearance to her soul. The colors shifted and swirled around her, but he couldn’t help but notice there was a piece he hadn’t noticed before, sitting calmly at its center. “You are here, and you are safe.”

      Ingrid took a deep breath and sat back against the bed, her eyes closing. “I’m safe.”

      “You are.” He stood, the mood in the room suddenly shifting. “I have something I need to take care of and will be back in a bit. Is there someone who can bring her some food?”

      Pele smiled at him. “It is already under control, Caretaker. Go. Have your meeting.”

      Mike stepped outside and looked up into the cloudy sky above. It was raining on the other side of the volcano, the downpour forming into waterfalls on the opposite cliffs. He walked toward the edge of the precipice to get a better look. Down below in the lake, Mike noticed Leilani swimming wide circles in the steaming water.

      “Is she safe doing that?” he wondered out loud.

      “She is.” Ratu stepped out from the cabin to join him. She closed the door just as Lily tried to come through, the door squishing the succubus against the frame.

      “Bitch.” Lily pouted, then squeezed the rest of the way through.

      “Like I was saying, she is safe to swim there. This morning, she asked if there was anywhere she could swim, and Pele gave her a special blessing that will protect her from the heat.” Ratu took Mike’s wrist. “What is the next move, Caretaker?”

      He held out his fingers and ticked them off. “First, I want to go home and check in on everyone. It sounds like they have it under control, but I miss my kids. This has to be scary for them. Then I’m headed back to Paradise. I’ll need Leilani and Ingrid for that to clear my name with the Order and the merfolk. I also intend to tell the director to get his people off my lawn before I sic the Jabberwock on them.”

      “Preach.” Lily put her hands up and swayed. Ratu frowned at her, the scales on her neck shifting in irritation.

      “We don’t need the Order anymore. They’ve done their part. The house is connected to here now, which allows us to tackle our next task. While I’m talking with the director, someone needs to get Beth out. When we’re done, we’ll swing by the house again and kick ass if we need to.” Mike sighed. “And then we can come back here and figure out how to knock Jack Sparrow’s teeth in.”

      “Who?” asked Ratu.

      “Sorry, just another stupid nickname for Captain Francois.” Mike didn’t bother mentioning that Jack Sparrow would be upset that Ratu had never heard of him. “He might have an army of skeletons and a giant squid, but I’ll be damned if I let him get that clutch.”

      “I like this side of you, Romeo.” Lily leaned into Mike and stroked his bicep through his shirt. “I can think of something fun for us to do while everyone else gets ready.”

      “Ahem.” Ratu was now openly glaring at Lily. “I think it would be prudent to⁠—”

      “Ugh, I hate that word. Prude.” Lily smirked and stepped away from Mike. “But the snake is right, we should get moving.”

      Ratu made a soft hissing sound in the back of her throat, her tongue slipping free to taste the air for just a moment. “Are you trying to antagonize me?” she demanded.

      Lily shrugged. “I’m just being me, the girl who had to stay behind and watch the fucking master suite instead of sitting on the beach with a mai tai and a team of servants.”

      “This has hardly been a—” Ratu’s eyes widened when Mike cut her off.

      “The answer is yes,” he said. “She is trying to antagonize you. Lily, since you’re the fastest one here, will you fly down and let Leilani and Quetzalli know the plan? Oh, and if Leilani isn’t too heavy for you to carry, I would appreciate it if you gave her a lift back up here.”

      Lily snorted. “Oh, so I’m just your servant girl now? What’s in it for me?”

      “Quetzalli is in the temple with Di. It will give you the perfect excuse to meet her.”

      Lily’s wings extended from her back, and she smirked. “Okay, Romeo, you’ve got a deal. Excuse me, snake girl, I’m off to meet a motherfucking dragon.” She ran toward the nearest precipice and threw herself off, her leathery wings extending wide to ride the thermals. After making a partial circle, she folded into a dive and vanished.

      “She’s annoying,” Ratu sniffed.

      “Sometimes. Her heart is always in the right place though.” Mike turned his attention to Ratu. “But I want to know what’s going on with you. I don’t know that I’ve ever seen you this on edge.”

      Ratu turned her head away and scowled. “I spent decades underground, Caretaker. Decades in a place where I thought nobody could ever hurt me. I finally leave that safe place only to be hunted by a skeleton army and have another army move onto our front lawn. The timing of all these things feels…deliberate.”

      “Do you think the others can’t handle what’s going on at home?” he asked.

      Ratu glared at him, her eyes narrowing into serpentine slits. “I don’t doubt their abilities,” she declared. “But I do wonder what we’re missing. Everything that’s happening now starts with Captain Francois coming for the eggs. The why of this doesn’t matter. Rather, I’m interested in why now?”

      Mike shrugged. “Why ever? Master and Commander Douche Canoe picked now. It doesn’t have to make sense.”

      “No, that’s not quite what I mean!” Ratu stomped her foot, and tiny flames actually squirted from her clenched fists. “I hate being this flustered!”

      “I get that.” Mike stomped out an errant flame that had reached the ground. “But keep talking to help me understand.”

      “Why did he do it this way? Why bring some behemoth from the ocean, knowing full well there was a guardian here who could fight it?” Ratu gestured toward the middle of the volcano. “Did he really assume his beast was suddenly strong enough to defeat Di? He had to know the Order would get involved!”

      “But Lily says the Order didn’t even know who the Captain was, so it wouldn’t make sense that they’re—” He stopped and stared at Ratu, his jaw suddenly slack.

      “He knew they would get involved,” she said, her eyes becoming more human. “He had to. His history with the merfolk means he can’t have been ignorant of their presence.”

      “And the attack triggered the Order’s involvement, which inevitably led to me coming out here. But why would he want me here? Doesn’t that make getting the eggs harder?”

      “Not if he kills you.” Ratu took Mike by the hand. “If he kills you, this place becomes his, yes?”

      “But how could he know the Order would actually succeed in getting me here?” Mike chewed at his lip and stared at Ratu. “If he masterminded this whole thing, how did he even know who I was?”

      “He couldn’t have.” Ratu’s pupils widened. “Didn’t Leilani say they were surprised to learn you weren’t a woman? He would have told them if he knew.”

      “Why now indeed?” Something about his situation was meant to be a trap but set by who? Was he supposed to be here in Hawaii still? Or was he supposed to rush home? If the Captain and the director weren’t working together, why had their plans synced up so nicely to fuck him over?

      “Is there someone else?” Ratu asked. “A third party?”

      Mike shook his head. “If there is, then who? We banished Amir to the shadow realm, but I suppose some society assholes could still be around. This level of coordination feels a bit advanced for a group of people who decided their best strategy was to flood my lawn with idiots, which is exactly what is happening now. And if there is a third party, what’s the play? Do they want Francois to get the eggs? Or do they want something in the house?”

      “The grimoire would be a more preferable prize than the eggs,” she said. “Unless someone else has a Dragon Seed, which I guess is possible.”

      “But it’s not like someone can just take the eggs. This whole setup was built using the body of a deity along with the Architect. So if they’re coming for the eggs, then maybe it’s to destroy them.”

      “Perhaps. I don’t like this, Mike. The longer I think about it…”

      He shook his head and took Ratu by the hand. “Hey, look. Even just knowing someone else may be pulling strings gives us an edge. When this asshole inevitably pops up to announce their grand victory, instead of being surprised and listening to their inevitable monologue, you can feed them a fireball.”

      “I guess.”

      The two of them walked back to the cabana in silence, Mike pondering the whole time. What was the real target here, the eggs or the house? Was it both? Neither? Was it him? Was some third party making an attempt on his other properties? When he got home, he would have someone check in with Bigfoot. As for the castle in Ireland, anyone trying to break in would get an even worse surprise than he had.

      Back at the cabana, Ratu packed up what little they had used last night. Mike took a quick look through his own bag, pausing long enough to pull out a fresh pair of shorts and a clean shirt. The potions Zel had given him were safely wrapped in some socks he had packed. After triple-checking that the lid of the Mandragora potion was still good, he moved the potions back into his bag and zipped it shut.

      While changing his clothes, he noticed Ratu watching him out of the corner of her eye once his pants were off. Mike let out a theatrical yawn and stretched, making sure to arch his back. He put on a big show of rubbing his abs through the naga-skin tunic, then winked in her direction and did a little belly dance for her.

      “Weather’s nice,” he said.

      “Mm-hmm.” Her gaze dropped to his cock. “Maybe colder than usual.”

      Mike snorted. “If you’re worried about how chilly I am, I can think of an activity to warm us up.”

      Ratu held up a hand and summoned crackling flames. She arched an eyebrow at him.

      “Not that way,” he hastily added. Ratu looked past him and released the flames, her hand moving over her mouth. Mike turned to see Pele standing behind him, her molten eyes locked on his crotch.

      “Ah. Um…” Mike grabbed the hem of the naga shirt and pulled, the fabric stretching down to not quite cover his genitals. When he realized it was insufficient, he turned around but then remembered Pele was likely looking at his bare ass. Clearing his throat, he found his boxers and stepped into them. “Sorry you had to see that.”

      “I’m not.” Pele chuckled, and the ground vibrated beneath his feet. “I assure you it is nothing I haven’t seen before.”

      “Yeah, well…” He cleared his throat. “My apologies. We were just having some fun.”

      “Don’t stop on my account.” Pele sat on a nearby chair. “So you intend to leave for a bit?”

      “I do,” he said. “I need to check in with my family and then clear my name with the Order. We shouldn’t be gone long. Once we return, I’m hoping my full focus can be here.”

      “Good.” Pele studied him for a few moments, and he could see golden light sparkle throughout her pupils. “Will you bring your family here?”

      “I will. I think they would like this place.” He gestured at the cabana. “My kids will want to explore the area, if you think that’s safe.”

      “With a suitable guide, yes, it will be.” Pele smiled and closed her eyes. “It will be so nice to hear the sounds of a family in this place once again. This place was never meant to suffer the silence of a tomb.”

      “It certainly won’t.” Mike walked over to the edge of the cliffs and looked down. Lily had wrapped her arms around Leilani’s waist and was flapping her wings uselessly in an attempt to lift her. “How long do you think it will be before she gives up?”

      “Hmm?” Ratu joined him on the rim and laughed. The succubus seemed to sense them watching and renewed her flapping. Leilani looked up at the demon and shouted something, which caused Lily to drop her back into the lake. Visibly flustered, Lily grabbed onto the mermaid’s torso and tried to pull her free of the water. This devolved into another shouting match, which ended when the mermaid pulled Lily out of the sky and dunked her.

      “I’ll go get them,” said Ratu with a grin. “Otherwise, we’ll be waiting here all day.” The naga moved toward the edge of the cliff and jumped over the side, her body twisting and expanding into serpentine form. She slid through the thick foliage, the trees shaking and bending as she pushed them aside and gained speed. Moments later, Ratu shot out of a gap in the trees at the bottom, jaws open wide and fangs bared as she practically belly flopped on top of the succubus and the mermaid.

      From the edge of the cliff, Mike heard both Leilani and Lily shriek in terror. Behind him, the goddess of fire laughed.

      ---

      Half an hour later and half a world away, Mike emerged from the portal in his laundry room closet and stepped through the plain wooden door that had been painted the same color as the rest of the room. Had it always been here and he hadn’t noticed? Or had the house somehow expanded again?

      Those were thoughts to ponder later. He stepped away from the door to allow Lily and Ratu through. Leilani and Ingrid remained behind—Mike wasn’t ready yet to bring them into his home.

      “Caretaker.” Reggie was waiting for them, his whiskers twitching in anticipation.

      “Good afternoon.” Mike knelt and extended a finger to shake the rat king’s paw. “Can you get a secondary portal set up between the new place and Paradise? I need to get Leilani and Ingrid there directly without using the house. We’ll also need some safeguards so the Order doesn’t backtrack us through.”

      “Here.” Lily knelt and handed over a piece of paper. “I’ve marked some rooms at the resort that are special use and will be safe. Nobody is scheduled to use them.”

      “Of course.” Reggie turned to a small contingent of armed rodents who stood nearby. He made a few squeaks and gestures before one of them ran off. “It should be ready by the time you leave.”

      “Great.” Mike stood and gazed down at the tiny king. “How have things been here?”

      “Terrible.” Reggie led the way, walking at Mike’s side. “We’re keeping a very close watch on the front yard. The SoS has posted snipers at strategic locations, which greatly limits who can be involved in the battle ahead. Death went out this morning to see how they would react and was shot at, so we suspect lethal force has been encouraged.”

      “Damn.” Mike moved to the nearest window and looked outside. “That sure is a lot of people.” He waved at them to see if anyone would wave back. When they didn’t, he caught himself ready to flip them the finger. Clearly, Ratu wasn’t the only one battling intrusive thoughts. That, or Lily was rubbing off on both of them.

      Reggie nodded. “With more on the way. Eulalie believes this is less than half their force, but isn’t sure why the others haven’t arrived yet. As of now, the fae are our primary resource. Sulyvahn and Cecilia cannot be harmed by mortal weapons, and capturing them will be very difficult. Cerberus is also immune, as is the Jabberwock. Dana asked to be more involved with the coming battle, but there’s a very real fear she may get struck by explosive ordinance, which would be messy. Jenny has a pretty tight leash on the situation, but I’m sure you can imagine it’s a bit…unsettling.”

      “I see.” Mike sighed. “What about Yuki and Abella?”

      “What about me?” Yuki stood at the end of the hallway, just outside the dining room. She smiled in his direction but looked very tired.

      “Just wondering what role you had to play is all.” He moved in to give her a hug when a small mass slammed into him.

      “Dad!” Callisto, in human form, had wrapped his arms around Mike’s waist so tight that it actually hurt. Moments later, Grace dropped down from above and grabbed him from the other side.

      “Hey.” Mike knelt to properly hug both of them. When he stood, he held Grace in one arm. “Are you two being good?”

      “There are bad guys in our front yard.” There was both excitement and fear in Callisto’s voice. “They’re planning to hurt Aunt Naia!”

      Grace hissed her agreement, then leaned in to nibble on Mike’s hair.

      “I’m surprised to see you two here.” Mike looked into his son’s eyes. “Aren’t you supposed to be with your mom?”

      Someone cleared their throat. Mike looked up to see Zel standing by the doorway, her equine body filling the hall.

      “He needed to see his father,” she said. Mike could sense the hidden message behind those simple words. It wasn’t just that Callisto wanted to see Mike. Zel was making sure to remind Mike of his promise.

      “Is it true you met a dragon?” asked Callisto.

      “It is. She’s amazing. I can’t wait for you to meet her.” He ruffled his son’s hair and knelt to set Grace next to him. “Things are probably going to get pretty dangerous soon. Where are you two going to be?”

      “With me.” Zel stepped forward, her hooves unsteady on the wooden floors. “The tribe will watch them. We are fairly removed from the battle to come, and Reggie has made us a temporary portal into the village. The exterior of the greenhouse has been locked down.”

      “Good.” Mike looked at his children. “I have a very big job for you two, so pay close attention.”

      Callisto’s eyes shone with excitement. Grace stared at her father with wide eyes that almost seemed to glow. Mike noticed she wore a dog tag on a chain around her neck. He took a moment to touch it like a lucky charm.

      “Watch out for each other,” he said. “The grown-ups are all going to be super busy for a little bit, and I need to know I can count on you two to keep each other safe.”

      Callisto looked at his little sister and nodded. “You can count on me.”

      “I know I can.” Mike looked at his daughter, who was still staring at him. “And Grace? Remember to blink, sweetie. Human eyes need moisture.”

      The little arachne blinked her human eyes exactly once, then showed him her teeth. When Mike patted her head, she grabbed his palm and promptly nibbled on his fingers.

      “Okay, you two, let’s go.” Zel backed her bulk through the doorway of the dining room, and the children reluctantly followed. A portal had been chewed into the wall through which Mike could see the centaur tribe. He watched as the rats nearby started closing the portal, and sighed. If he didn’t think Francois would try to break into Di’s lair, he would just stay home with everyone else.

      Around the table sat some of the others. Jenny was in the middle of the surface, sitting atop a map of the grounds. Dana, Tink, and Eulalie were along the opposite side of Mike. Sulyvahn leaned against the edge of one wall, while Asterion stood along another. Cerberus was also there, all three heads staring at Mike without blinking. Mike almost wondered if Grace had picked that habit up from Cerberus, or maybe it was the other way around. He’d only been gone a few days; had he really missed so much?

      “Are ye plannin’ to send Lady Beth home soon?” asked the dullahan.

      “I’m going to go get her after this,” Mike replied. “When I speak to the director, I’m half expecting him to launch the attack here. How are things looking on our end?”

      “Manageable,” said Yuki. “It’s almost thirty degrees Fahrenheit outside, so the men are struggling with the cold. Abella is acting as our ears for now, and Eulalie is our eyes. Cecilia is keeping watch along the perimeter with instructions to check in once they start moving.”

      “Where’s Sofia?” he asked.

      “Helping Eulalie.” Yuki looked at Jenny, then back to Mike. “Jenny and I sat down and preselected some tarot cards to bolster her strategy. Our defenses are fairly solid, but when you’re done with the director, we wouldn’t mind having Ratu back in case he decides to play hardball.”

      “It’s nice to be wanted.” The naga sat at the table. “If we can convince the director to back down, my presence won’t be needed.”

      “We met with Master Cyrus earlier today.” Reggie hopped up onto the table where he hastily affixed a paper badge to his chest. “He has created some logistical havoc among the mages of the Order. This includes a way for the lions to be activated by the soldiers out front, whose ammunition has been enchanted.”

      “What about the ammo?” Mike asked, looking toward the rat.

      Yuki grinned. “Magic is primarily about intent. Cyrus enchanted some rounds to act like magical spells that briefly connect with the mercenaries. Since they’ll be fired with the intent to harm denizens of the house, the lions will get involved.”

      “That’s nasty.” Mike looked around the table again and realized someone was missing. “Where’s Death?”

      “Sulkin’.” Sulyvahn shook his head. “Poor lad was quite disappointed after our meetin’ this mornin’. Said he realized there was aught he could do in the battle ahead.”

      Mike debated tracking down the reaper, but time was short. “Anything else I need to know?”

      I will make a bed out of their bones that I may lie in them and dream dark things, added Jenny.

      Tink rolled her eyes. Dana stuck something in her mouth and started chewing it like a piece of gum. When nobody else responded, Mike stood.

      “I love you all,” he said, looking at everyone. When Asterion grunted in disbelief, Mike laughed. “Even you, big guy. We’re all a big family here.”

      For whatever reason, this seemed to mollify the Minotaur. Mike took a minute to check in with everyone individually. Asterion got tasked with checking in with Bigfoot. Dana and Tink both seemed like they were absolutely itching for a fight, whereas Cerberus was simply happy to receive head pats. Sulyvahn promised Mike that his home would be safe in their hands, and Jenny…

      Well, the things Jenny said were more than a bit horrifying. Mike was glad she was on their side.

      Before leaving, Mike went upstairs to his bedroom. He hadn’t even set foot in the bathroom when the tap in the bathtub turned on. The tub was half full of water by the time he sat on the edge. A column of water rose, then fell away in sheets to reveal the beautiful woman who lived in the spring beneath his house.

      “Welcome home, lover.” She smiled and took his face in her hands as she kissed him. Her magic touched his, and he felt like he could sprint a hundred miles without stopping. “We’ve missed you.”

      He smiled and held her hands in his. “Are you okay?” he asked.

      Naia nodded. “I do not fear these men. They would have to dig deep to truly destroy my spring, and I know they would feel divine wrath long before that happened.”

      “How is Amymone?”

      “Ha!” Naia gestured to the window. “See for yourself.”

      Mike stood on the lip of the tub to look outside. Down below, the massive oak tree had pulled roots free of the ground, creating a maze inside a wall of ice. From the branches hung effigies of straw made to look like the men and women out front. Some even had poorly stitched clothing that matched.

      “That looks like a hangman’s tree,” he said. “Very creepy.”

      “Indeed.” Naia’s eyes sparkled. “My sister is very protective of this place and wanted to convey the message that she isn’t to be trifled with. Amy’s also upset about the cold, which is probably why she put in the extra effort. She’ll be okay as long as it doesn’t drop much further. Otherwise, her tree may go dormant early.”

      “Will you say hi to her for me? The others don’t want me going outside.”

      “As you shouldn’t.” Naia’s features darkened. “I fear for your safety.”

      “And I for yours.” He kissed the nymph on the head. “Wish me luck. I’m about to go start trouble in Paradise.”

      Naia grabbed Mike and kissed him so hard that he felt like he would float through the ceiling. When she let go, he actually staggered away from her, a stupid grin on his face.

      “You don’t need luck, Caretaker.” Naia’s eyes briefly flashed gold, then became blue once more. “Good luck,” said the nymph, oblivious to Hestia’s interjection.

      “Thank you.” It was hard to leave, but he needed to go. As he went down the stairs, he spotted a dark figure in the living room, hunched over by the fireplace. The burning logs crackled and spat as the apparition seemingly warmed his hands above them. Mike coughed into a hand, and Death rose from his crouch.

      “Ah, Mike Radley, you are home.”

      “Are you okay?” he asked. “I heard you were having a tough day.”

      “I am better.” Death grinned macabrely, then scratched at his skull with a finger. It made a rasping sound reminiscent of dead leaves sliding across concrete. “I simply stepped out for a few minutes. I must admit I have been melancholy this day but am feeling much better.”

      “I’m glad.” Mike looked past Death at the fireplace. “A fire in the middle of summer, huh?”

      “It is quite cold out, Mike Radley.” Death looked toward the front yard, his gaze wistful. “I will be meeting some of these mortals personally, I’m afraid.”

      “Yeah.” Mike sighed and looked up for a moment. “I don’t like the idea of all these people dying in my yard, you know.”

      “Nor do I. But they were given many chances to step away, to leave our domicile in peace.” Death scowled. “They even broke one of my favorite teacups.”

      Mike winced. “That’s outrageous.”

      “Quite.” Death’s eye lights flared briefly. “I wish you luck, my friend.”

      “You too, buddy.” Mike made his way to the dining room, where Lily and Ratu were waiting. The succubus was holding an animated discussion with Dana regarding the clutch of eggs while Ratu watched from the sidelines. “Let’s go,” he said.

      “I will be glad to see this done.” Ratu rose and wrapped her arms around one of Mike’s. “I feel like we’re standing on the precipice of war.”

      Mike’s other arm was grabbed by Lily. “That’s a little melodramatic, don’t you think?” she asked.

      The naga’s eyes burned with magical flames. “My people have a gift for prophecy. Much like animals can sense the coming of an earthquake, my kind often sense the coming of great change. The only thing you ever sensed coming was⁠—”

      “Enough.” Mike looked at Lily first. “She’s entitled to her feelings just as you are. Stop antagonizing her.”

      The succubus stuck out her tongue.

      “As for you…” He looked at Ratu. Her gaze was defiant. In her own way, she was like a queen. Regal and unrepentant. “I trust your wisdom, but you shouldn’t let Lily get under your scales like this. I’m half-convinced she’s trying to make you mad enough that you’ll swallow her.”

      Ratu actually snorted, her serpentine eyes settling on Lily. “Is this true, demon? Are you hoping to explore a new kink?”

      Lily took a step back, caught off guard by the naga’s change in demeanor. “Hey, look, I was just saying those things to fuck around with Romeo a bit. Getting swallowed whole sounds like fun but is boring as fuck for hours afterward. And gross.”

      “Hmm.” Ratu licked her lips. “Too bad. I really would have enjoyed eating you.”

      Mike held back a laugh and guided the two of them toward the laundry room. Lily seemed more than a little shy around the naga, a fact Mike pointed out after Ratu stepped through the portal back to Hawaii.

      “Why the sudden apprehension?” Mike asked Lily before the succubus went through the portal. Lily paused for a moment before looking back at him.

      “You think I’m suddenly scared of her?” she asked. “Have you seen how long her tongue gets? If she’ll stay in human form, I’m more afraid she won’t eat me now!”

      “Of course.” Shaking his head, Mike followed Lily back through the portal.

      ---

      Cyrus had his eyes closed but felt a heavy presence watching over him. He was lying on a cot that had been set up outside and behind the command tent. With the addition of new troops this morning, it was essentially standing-room-only inside, but he and a few others had taken some quick cat naps on a trio of cots tucked beneath a canopy. Even fully clothed, he was covered by two thick blankets to maintain the illusion that he was cold. In reality, it was actually quite comfortable, and he wished whoever it was would kindly fuck off.

      When he opened his eyes, it was to gaze upon the stern visage of the witch Elizabeth. Her dark eyes were piercing, and perhaps a lesser man would suspect she could somehow see all his secrets.

      However, Cyrus was not a lesser man, nor would he be intimidated by a woman who had likely sold her soul to the devil to gain power. Witches came from all walks of life, but the way the shadows shifted oddly when Elizabeth was nearby, he had to assume it was a high-caliber demon who had made the deal.

      “Can I help you?” he asked in his best customer service voice. He was grouchy, and it was either that or something more snappy.

      “Darius wishes to speak with you.” The witch studied him for a second. “By the way, I heard an interesting rumor.”

      “By definition, that’s how rumors propagate.” Cyrus yawned and sat up. He scratched at his beard and checked the time. It had been almost three hours since his teahouse meeting, and two of those had been spent asleep. His earpiece was tucked away in one of his pockets, and he didn’t have a way to stick it in without raising questions. “Are we moving on the fountain?”

      “Not quite yet. We’re waiting on word from your director.” Elizabeth stepped back to give him room to rise. Though it was cold enough that Cyrus’s every breath created a cloud of fog, the witch’s somehow didn’t. He found that an interesting use of magic. “Is it true you had a run-in with a succubus before you retired?”

      Cyrus nodded. “It is. She’s the main reason I retired in the first place.” It occurred to him that the witch probably had a way to tell if he was being truthful. He would have to be careful with his words. “My last official mission with the Order got complicated pretty quick. A lot of good people died. Other than myself, only one person made it back. The succubus saved us from dying, if you can imagine such a thing. The higher-ups feared this was proof I had been compromised, which led to a dilution of duties, and ultimately the decision to hang up my wand, as it were.”

      “Were you compromised though?” A thin smile appeared on Elizabeth’s face. “I, too, find it hard to believe you survived a succubus attack.”

      “I was.” The witch was either testing him or getting ready to manipulate him. He was more than a little curious which it was. “If I’m being honest with you, how I was treated afterward changed how I saw the organization. It’s hard having something you’ve dedicated your entire life to get pulled out from under your feet. My legacy had been tainted by things I had no control over. I wasn’t Master Cyrus anymore, not really. I was now the old guy who was probably feeding secrets to the demon who sucked him off in bed every night.” Cyrus cleared his throat and stared past Elizabeth, the pain of his final days suddenly fresh in his head. “It was hard to admit then, but I can admit it now. The experience of losing my place in the Order changed me, changed how I saw things. So yeah, I compromised myself, questioned a lot of my choices.”

      “I see.” It clearly wasn’t the answer Elizabeth had expected. Strangely, this seemed to please her.

      “When I got pulled into this mess, I was surprised they even considered me. There have been some…changes in the Order as of late, so I chalk it up to desperate times and measures.” Cyrus started walking toward the tent. “The fact that you’re hearing this rumor means someone brought it up. Even now, I can’t escape what other people think.”

      “Did you know that a succubus was rumored to be on these grounds?” It sounded like a harmless question but immediately had Cyrus on edge. The hairs on the back of his neck stood straight up. “Maybe even the same one you faced in Hawaii.”

      “I don’t remember seeing any mention of her in the files.” He tried to keep the tremor from his voice. Had he been found out?

      “You clearly haven’t been told everything.” Elizabeth smirked. “If you were to learn the succubus that ruined your life does, in fact, belong to Mike Radley, what would you do with this knowledge?”

      They were at the entrance to the command center now. Two members of the SoS stepped aside to allow them entry. Cyrus hesitated at the flap, then turned to face the witch.

      “I would do what I came here to do.” He patted the spot on his hip where a wand was holstered. “Make things right again.”

      When the flap opened, it revealed several members of the SoS. Only a couple members of the Order were inside, a pair of mages who were hastily digging through plastic crates that had been stacked shoulder high in places. As far as he could tell, they were almost entirely packed with MREs. One of the mages had broken into a cold sweat, his eyes furtively glancing up at Darius from his clipboard every few seconds.

      “What’s this about?” asked Cyrus, stopping to examine the prepackaged meals.

      The man with the clipboard looked relieved to see him. “The storehouse was supposed to send out cold weather gear,” he explained. “But they sent us food instead.”

      “That sounds like a pretty big mistake.” Cyrus knelt and grabbed one of the packages. “Is there any chili mac in there?”

      “I, uh…” The mage looked down in the box.

      “I’ll settle for some shredded barbecue.” Cyrus snatched one of the MREs off the top and stuck it in an inner pocket, using the motion to retrieve the earpiece. “I would avoid the chicken a la king. Only give that to somebody if you hate them.”

      “But, Master Cyrus…” The mage looked over at Darius, then back at Cyrus. “We waited hours for this stuff! This was supposed to be coats and gloves for the mercenaries, not food!”

      “At least they won’t be hungry.” Cyrus shrugged. “I’m not sure what you want from me.”

      “Aren’t you in charge?”

      “Of this?” Cyrus pointed at the crate nearest him. “I was there when the order was phoned in. We specifically asked them for cold weather gear. I am insanely curious how you want me to fix someone else’s long-distance fuck up.”

      The mage visibly paled.

      Cyrus looked over at Darius. “If this is what you wanted to talk to me about, I’m afraid I can’t help you. I may be a ranking member here, but that’s only because Sister Laurel had a mental breakdown and nobody else was up to the task. The director⁠—”

      “Is an idiot.” Darius’s facial features were carved into place as if from stone, and all Cyrus could see in the man’s sunglasses was his own reflection. “I am well aware of the man’s shortcomings.”

      “Oh. Well okay, then.” Cyrus adjusted his coat and ran a hand through his hair as if to tidy it. The earpiece vanished perfectly into his ear canal. “What can I do for you?”

      “Your people are being moved off location.” Darius picked up a plastic binder and handed it over. “We are nearly ready for the next part of this operation, but that requires the usage of a different facility. Right now, Sister Laurel is on her way to assume control of this facility, but I have my doubts as to her competence.”

      “Oh.” Cyrus took the binder from Darius and opened it up. It was a contract. “What am I looking at here?”

      “We have become very aware that you are being underutilized.” Elizabeth moved next to Darius and crossed her arms. “The Order pulled you out of retirement for this mission, then cast you aside when they didn’t get the results they wanted.”

      “Your director has an agenda.” Darius gestured at the contract. “As do I.”

      “You want to hire me?”

      “Officially.” Elizabeth smirked. “Laurel may be in charge of your people, but we want one of our own in this facility, somebody the young men and women in the Order will respect but who will follow our orders. Your chain of command is…lacking, these days.”

      Cyrus looked up at Elizabeth. “I thought you were on some sort of forgiveness program with the Order. Do you work for the SoS now?”

      “Strictly as a consultant. I have some experience dealing with the denizens of this place, as you probably know. There was nothing in my negotiated surrender to suggest that I was exclusive to your organization. In fact, your director gave the Sons of Sin permission to hire their own experts if needed.”

      Darius cleared his throat. “None of that really matters. What does matter is that I’m the one in charge of this operation, not your director. We still intend to do what we were paid for, but I need to make decisions in the heat of the moment. Seeing such a strong asset put out to pasture makes me realize your director prefers fealty over competence. That’s a dangerous recipe for disaster.”

      Cyrus looked at the contract, which was pretty succinct. It definitely didn’t need an entire binder for the three sheets of paper within. “I won’t betray the Order,” he said.

      “And we’re not asking you to. There’s an aspect of the mission that has not been revealed to you, or anyone else at this location, for obvious reasons. Sister Laurel is likely being briefed on her new duties right now, but only after she is at the new site.” Darius sat across from Cyrus and removed his sunglasses. The mercenary’s gaze was intense, his eyes somehow cruel. “You would still be working the original mission, but as your boss, I can put you in charge of both groups at this location. That way, I know I have someone competent running the show in case Sister Laurel has another lapse in sanity.”

      “Hmm.” Cyrus studied the contract some more. Other than the six-figure amount for completing the mission, it was pretty straightforward. He would answer directly to Darius. But more importantly, he didn’t know what else he could do here. If the SoS started a fight, he would likely out himself as a double agent. What concerned him more was the fact that there was some aspect of the mission he was unaware of, and he felt it was somehow the elephant in the room. What did he still not know? And was that why they had gone to so much trouble to keep Darius shielded from scrying magic?

      “Okay, sorry about that, I’ve been busy.” Eulalie’s voice was almost a whisper. “Is something up?”

      “So if I sign this, I become part of your team and you brief me on something nobody has told me?” Cyrus looked at Darius for confirmation.

      “Fuck me with a bug net,” muttered Eulalie. “This is news to me.”

      The mercenary nodded. Without another thought, Cyrus signed the document and slid the binder over to Darius. The man picked it up with a grin and handed it to Elizabeth.

      “Welcome to the Sons of Sin.” Darius put his sunglasses back on and reached across the table to shake hands. “You’re on the next car out of here. It leaves in five minutes.”

      Cyrus gave the man a mock salute and rose. “It will be nice to go somewhere a little warmer.”

      Darius stood with Cyrus. “You will be far more comfortable where you’re going. Dirk?”

      The man appeared as if from nowhere, causing Cyrus to flinch. Dirk looked at Cyrus, then back at Darius. “Did he sign on?”

      “He did.” Darius handed over the binder.

      “Welcome aboard. Some of the guys speak highly of you.” Dirk gestured toward the exit. “This way, please.”

      Cyrus was led to the driveway where a dark Suburban idled. It occurred to him as he got in the passenger door that maybe this was an elaborate trap to take him somewhere else and kill him off, but Darius could have accomplished the same thing by having Elizabeth put a bullet in his face. Behind him, the vehicle was packed with several boxes, stacked up nearly to the roof. When Dirk got into the driver’s seat, Cyrus turned to the man.

      “So where are we going?” he asked.

      “You’ll see when we get there.” Dirk started the car and put it in drive. As they pulled off the lawn, Cyrus noticed a trio of armored cars waiting on the main road by the stone lions, guarded by a small group of mercenaries.

      “What are those armored cars for?”

      Dirk ignored him.

      “They’ve been out there for a little bit,” said Eulalie. “We have no idea what they’re for. Yuki thinks maybe they’re warded for transporting magical items or something. The idiots parked them by a storm drain, so I’ve already tagged them.”

      By the time they were out of the neighborhood, Cyrus was fidgeting in his seat. The silence was eerie, and he certainly wasn’t used to it, not after so many days of being surrounded by people.

      “So have you been with the SoS long?” he asked. Dirk grunted but didn’t acknowledge him further. Cyrus couldn’t help but notice the man was constantly scanning the road, as if expecting an ambush. Sighing, Cyrus slouched in his seat and crossed his arms as if to take a nap.

      Instead of sleeping, he meditated, taking stock of the items he was carrying. His pockets were stuffed full of magical rods and wands, most of them objects of tremendous power. When people like Mads had disappeared, Cyrus had used their names to check out magical items, ensuring his own people would have nothing too dangerous to use against the denizens of the house. He had also mislabeled things, swapping elemental implements for their opposites and even a healing rod for a fireball one. Knowing his younger counterparts had become sloppy and careless, he had even replaced a few of the deadlier wands with fancy-looking sticks he had found in the backyard.

      Eulalie was largely silent, his earpiece occasionally picking up mutterings or even just the clacking of keys. Dirk was on the highway now, headed west toward the mountains. Cyrus kept his right eye open just a crack, then yawned and sat up when Dirk pulled off onto a dirt road nearly an hour later.

      Pretending to rub the sleep from his eyes, Cyrus read off the mile marker as if it was an idle thought. He heard the keyboard clacking through the earpiece stop. “Where on earth are we?” he wondered aloud, then looked out the window as if seeing the place for the first time. “Is there an Order facility out here?”

      Dirk glanced at Cyrus, but the old man shrugged.

      “Sorry, old man habit. I don’t expect you to answer, just wondering.”

      The mercenary turned his attention forward for another minute, the trees gobbling up the road ahead. After nearly a minute of silence, he spoke.

      “So you’ve been hunting them all these years?” When Cyrus didn’t respond, Dirk cleared his throat. “Monsters, I mean.”

      “Ah. Yeah, that was some of the job. In truth, I was always better at hunting them than the other stuff. Some members of the Order never saw battle, think of them like magical social workers.” Cyrus grunted and scratched at his beard. When this ordeal was over, he planned to find a proper barber and have it trimmed. He was a little tired of the crazy old man he saw in the mirror these days. “Guess that says something about me though.”

      “Says you’re a badass.” Dirk grinned. “We don’t get a lot of calls like this one, but they’re always messy. Some of our people like it that way though.”

      “Do you?” Cyrus asked.

      Dirk nodded. “I volunteered for this job. There’s no challenge anymore with a lot of the stuff we do. We’re either playing bodyguard for wealthy people who believe someone is out to get them, or we’re fighting other guys like us. But these jobs? You never know what’s going to happen.”

      “Very true,” Cyrus replied.

      “But I think the best part about it is that there isn’t any guilt afterward.” Dirk stared ahead, his eyes on the road but somehow elsewhere. “I’ve lost count of how many people I’ve killed. When I was younger, Darius taught me not to look in their eyes when they died, but I still do. Yeah, they’re usually trying to kill me first, so I don’t feel as bad, but they were still people, right?

      “But these monsters? Fuck ’em. We can go all out. This is our world, and they should have played by our rules.” The man smirked as he drummed on the steering wheel with his gloved hands. “Back at HQ, we actually have a trophy room. It’s usually just pictures and stuff, but occasionally we’ll take something and have it stuffed, put it up on the wall.”

      “Oh.” Cyrus didn’t even know how to respond to this information.

      “Years ago, we got hired to take out a cluster of sirens, those women who sing and drive you mad. Carl, this guy who used to be on my squad, he had one of their heads mounted with a speaker inside it. It plays Taylor Swift if you get too close. We use it to haze the new guys.” Dirk paused for a moment and frowned. “Shit, forget I said that. If you ever get invited to HQ, pretend to be surprised.”

      Cyrus grunted in acknowledgment but said little else. When Eulalie next spoke, her voice was tense.

      “I’m going to find that place and burn it to the ground,” she whispered.

      “So what’s the scariest fuck you’ve ever hunted down?” asked Dirk. Now that the man was talking, Cyrus wished he would shut up.

      “People,” Cyrus replied. When Dirk gave him an odd look, Cyrus elaborated. “Humans. Every time things have gone sideways or I’ve lost members of my team, it’s been humans.”

      After a long moment, Dirk nodded. “Ah, I get you. Witches and shit.”

      “Yep. Like that woman back at the house, Elizabeth.”

      Dirk slowed the car and fixed Cyrus with a look. “Don’t let the boss hear you talk like that,” he warned. “Not that it’s any of my business, but I think he might have a thing going on with her or something.”

      “A thing?” Curious, Cyrus sat up in his seat.

      “Maybe. They seem like they know each other. I kind of wonder if she isn’t an old fuck buddy, or something similar. That whole story about turning herself in? It’s true, but only after he asked her to do it. She was supposed to come on board this whole time.”

      “They’ve known each other long?” asked Cyrus.

      Dirk shrugged. “Maybe. I never heard him mention her before this job, but that doesn’t mean anything. Darius is entitled to his privacy. But he called her before we even landed.”

      “Yet another piece to the puzzle.” Eulalie sounded angry. “Oh, good. Looks like some more guys just⁠—”

      The earpiece went dead in Cyrus’s ear. He tried not to react and just looked out the window at the trees. Dirk continued jabbering for nearly twenty more minutes, driving the Suburban down dirt roads that Cyrus never saw in the first place. After a little bit, he pulled out his phone and saw he had no signal.

      “Yeah, you won’t get any reception out here,” said Dirk. “The whole area is off the grid, both electronically and magically. Nothing in and out without our say-so.” The Suburban passed between a pair of massive boulders and emerged in a small depression in the side of the mountain. After a trio of descending switchback turns, the Suburban stopped next to a cliff face.

      “I don’t understand,” said Cyrus. “Where are we?”

      A door in the mountain opened up, and the Suburban drove inside. Cyrus was stunned to see that well over a hundred SoS men milled about, chatting amicably with one another and eyeing the Suburban with curiosity.

      “This place isn’t one of yours,” answered Dirk. “And now I can tell you a bit more about why we’re here.” He pulled the vehicle into an open spot and put it in park. “This place is a few decades old, used to belong to some weird fucks who ran a historical society back in town. Whole thing was off the books, only that witch knew about it.”

      “That doesn’t explain why we’re here though.” Cyrus got out and frowned. He spotted a few members of the Order milling about, but what worried him was the caliber of weaponry being installed by the entrance. “Are those Gatling guns?”

      “They are, they are.” Dirk exchanged a fist bump with a guy who opened up the Suburban and pulled out the ammo crates. “So the first thing you should know is that there’s a mole.”

      “What?” Cyrus had already pulled the earpiece from his ear. It was useless now. “A mole?”

      “Yep. We don’t know who it is, but someone has been monitoring all your shit. Well, the Order’s shit. That Caretaker guy has someone working for him, but we can’t figure out who. This is a ‘we know they know’ situation, so we’ve been trying to drop false intel. Those armored cars you saw earlier? Decoys. When we nab some monsters, they’re going out on different transports while those ones take off. And we’re not being paranoid, we’ve already found tracking devices on them. Come, this way.”

      Cyrus’s heart hammered in his chest. This was certainly a surprise he hadn’t expected. “I have so many questions,” he stammered.

      “I bet you do.” Dirk led Cyrus through a set of double doors that led into a long corridor. “From the beginning, we’ve been operating under false orders. That director guy knew from the get-go that any mission we had would be compromised. In reality, we were never after some stupid magic book, but the guys in the field don’t know that. It was all a facade.”

      “For what reason?” Cyrus asked.

      “Intel. That Caretaker guy, he’s the real target. Apparently, he’s a pretty slippery fuck.” Dirk pulled a key card out of his pocket and handed it to Cyrus. “You’ll need this to move through the facility.”

      “Thank you.” Cyrus pocketed the card. They came up to the first checkpoint, which was monitored by an armed squadron of men. They stood at attention when they saw Dirk, who used his own card on the door. After two more checkpoints, they were in a stairwell, going down.

      “I hope you’ve been paying attention, ’cause this place is like a maze.” They got to the bottom of the stairwell and used the card to gain access to a long, concrete hallway. Every ten feet, there was a steel door with a locking mechanism on the front. “So you and your people will be down here. Well, your former people. We needed them for this part.”

      “I still don’t understand what—” Cyrus’s voice trailed off when he saw Sister Laurel and a couple of Knights come out of one of the rooms. Her wild eyes lingered on him for a moment, then she scowled at Dirk.

      “What is he doing here?” she asked.

      “He works for the Sons of Sin now.” Dirk tilted his head toward Cyrus. “So play nice.”

      “Does the director know about this?” asked Laurel with a slight snarl.

      “Nope. But you can call him if you want. Might have to hike for a couple of hours to get a signal, but be my guest.” Dirk moved to the doorway and looked inside. “Is this room ready?”

      “It is.” Laurel eyed Cyrus with suspicion but gestured into the room. “The central cage will contain most class 3 entities, but it will be perfect for the banshee.”

      Cyrus moved to look into the room and bit his lip. In the center was a glass cage covered in silver threads and an entrance in the middle.

      “What about the goblin?” asked Dirk.

      Cyrus grabbed the man’s wrist to get his attention. “Wait,” he said, fighting hard to keep the tremor from his voice. This wasn’t some casual facility put together in just a couple of days. Everything in the room had been there for a while. “Does this mean⁠—”

      Dirk grinned. “This place was built to be a prison,” he said, gesturing toward the cage. “Everything up until this point was intel, but you knew that already. We needed the enemy to think we were after something else. But in reality, we’ve always been after the monsters in that house. Did you think we were just going to toss them in a truck and negotiate a surrender? Hardly. This is where we plan to keep them, forever if we need to. Can’t have them running around wild. If they end up being of no use to the Order, there’s a black market for them if you know the right people. We’ve got a list of potential buyers we can call.”

      “I was just as shocked as you were,” said Laurel. “This place is completely hidden so nobody will ever find them here. Once we have some members of Mike Radley’s family, he’ll do whatever we tell him to do. He doesn’t need to know he’ll never get them back.”

      Cyrus wanted to scream, to tell them they were insane. What they were about to do was evil, plain and simple. With no way to let Eulalie know where he was, all he could do was swallow his words and nod.

      “That’s right, he doesn’t.”

      “Good man.” Dirk clapped Cyrus on the shoulder. “You’ll be our liaison on this. Once we capture these things, it will be your job to make sure they stay alive and don’t escape. You’ll answer only to Darius and Elizabeth, once they get here.”

      “And when will that be?” asked Cyrus. Maybe if he had time, he could break out of here and hike to where he could get a signal. Or find another way to send a message to Eulalie to let her know what was about to happen. The moment anyone was captured, they would be whisked away to vanish forever.

      Dirk grinned. “With any luck, they’ve already begun.”

      ---

      The balcony door was open, which allowed the sound of the pounding surf to echo throughout the master suite. Beth leaned over the balcony, scowling down at a sight that had once brought her indeterminable joy but now contained nothing but dark threats. She could both see and sense the merfolk in the bay, swimming in small patrols on the off chance she would be dumb enough to walk down there.

      Ever since her attempted abduction, she had remained in her room. Beth had been lucky to only sustain some scrapes and bruises. She cursed the merfolk for their ignorance but knew her hatred was really for Captain Francois, who had deceived them. Scanning the horizon for signs of his magical ship, she once again wondered what it would be like to wrap her hands around his neck and squeeze until the veins stood out along his⁠—

      “Gah!” Kisa yelled from inside the suite. “Stop, you’re doing it again!”

      “Sorry.” Beth turned away from the railing and walked inside to see Kisa frantically turning off the kitchen sink and mopping up water with a towel. She had changed out of her maid outfit into a yellow bikini top with matching shorts, the facade no longer necessary now that Beth was around. Originally, she was going to head home, but Lily had beat her through the portal and it had been decided that Beth shouldn’t be alone in Paradise.

      “You need to relax,” Kisa declared, throwing a scowl in Beth’s direction. “I get why you’re pissed, but I’m tired of cleaning this up.”

      Concentrating, Beth pushed the uncontained water back into the sink in an effort to help. Once it looked like the kitchen was mostly under control, she checked the bathrooms and the shower. One toilet had overflowed, but it only took another minute of concentration for her to levitate the water back into the bowl. She was disappointed in herself that her anger kept getting away from her in bursts of magic and water pressure, but was secretly pleased she had become so strong.

      Reassured that the flood was officially contained, Beth walked back out into the living room to help Kisa take the stack of wet towels to the nearest laundry basket. She looked toward the balcony and sighed. With more than a little sadness, she closed the sliding door.

      “I need to find something else to do.” She looked at Kisa. “Any interest in card games?”

      Kisa made a face that made it clear she had absolutely no interest in card games. Carmina, who currently sat atop Kisa’s head, made the same face. Lily had left the fairy behind when she had gone through the portal to connect with Mike.

      “Fair enough. Were you watching something on TV?”

      This time, the cat girl nodded. “I was catching up on a bunch of movies from the early 2000s.” She picked up the remote and unpaused her current film. “This one is about a girl who finds out she’s a princess.”

      “Anne Hathaway is a national treasure.” Beth sat on the love seat and sighed. No stranger to The Princess Diaries, she allowed her mind to drift some more.

      About ten minutes later, Kisa’s phone buzzed, and she looked at it and grinned. “Coded text from Tink. Here.” She tossed the phone to Beth. On the screen was an eggplant emoji followed by several sweat drop emojis. While she stared at the phone, her thumb slipped a bit, and she accidentally dragged more of the conversation into view. In the span of only a few seconds, she managed to see at least two shared sexual fantasies regarding Mike as well as three pictures of Tink’s butthole.

      “I don’t get it,” she said, referring pretty much to the whole conversation but mainly the emojis.

      “Coming soon.” Kisa grinned and held out her hand. “I need to reply.”

      “Reply with—” Beth had handed the phone back, which prompted Kisa to immediately pull her bikini top down and snap a quick selfie. “Is that…do you two talk like that all the time?”

      Kisa shrugged. “Not this much, but figured someone is probably monitoring our texts so they may as well get an eyeful.”

      “Ah.” It was definitely not the kind of friendship Beth had ever had with someone else, but their logic was sound. Regardless, the meaning was clear. Mike was going to be here soon, and then she and Kisa could leave. She hoped wherever they went next would be friendlier. Hopefully it had a beach.

      Beth’s stomach rumbled, and she patted her belly. “You hungry?”

      “I could eat.” Kisa picked up the room service menu off the table with her feet and snatched it with a hand. “I’ll have the fish sandwich, extra fries, and see if they’ll do a rum and Coke. Or rather, Lily will have those things.” She held up Lily’s tracking bracelet with her other hand.

      “They will.” Beth took the menu from Kisa and picked out what she wanted. After a quick phone call to the main desk, she flopped back on the couch and watched some more of the movie with Kisa. Anne Hathaway was on her way to a beach party with friends when Beth heard the knock on the door.

      “That was fast,” said Kisa.

      Beth stood and walked to the door of the suite. Her hand was almost on the knob when her instincts screamed at her to get away. She hesitated, then looked at Kisa with wide eyes.

      “Just a second!” she yelled. “Let me get a robe on!”

      Kisa narrowed her eyes at the door, then gestured toward the patio. She and Beth moved silently toward it, then pushed the sliding glass open to step outside.

      “Where can we go?” asked Beth.

      Kisa moved to the railing and hopped onto it. Balancing carefully on her feet, she took a step back and slid down the exterior of the patio, her claws digging into the concrete surface.

      “I can help you down,” she said.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” Beth whispered as she put her feet on a side table so she could step over the side. The cat girl took her by the hand and grunted, her bicep bulging as she supported most of Beth’s weight.

      The door of the suite exploded off its hinges, revealing the disheveled silhouette of Captain Francois and a pair of mer warriors standing behind him. The man shook his head at the sight of Beth hanging over the edge.

      “There’s nowhere you can go,” he said. “I’ll⁠—”

      Beth found a small decorative groove in the concrete and lowered herself out of sight. The patio below them came into view, and Kisa growled as she helped lower Beth to the railing. Beth nearly slipped but managed to jump forward and miss a nearby lounger.

      She turned around and held up her arms to help catch Kisa. The cat girl dropped into a crouch and hopped forward, tucking into a roll and then standing.

      “Okay, so maybe there’s somewhere you can go,” shouted Francois.

      “You shouldn’t even be here,” replied Beth as she moved across the empty balcony and tried to open the slider to the vacant room. The door was locked. Carmina attempted to squeeze herself between the panes of glass, but they were too close together.

      “The merfolk were very insistent that I be allowed to retrieve you.” There was a grunt, followed by the sounds of flesh on metal. Captain Francois lowered himself, the muscles in his arms bulging. “So make this easy on⁠—”

      Kisa smashed a chair into his legs, causing the Captain to fall. He dropped, but instead of a satisfying scream, there was a loud clang from below. Beth ran to the ledge and looked over. Francois was holding on to the railing of the next floor below, his knuckles white. Down on the ground, a small retinue of merman gazed up at all of them, surrounded by armed Order personnel. Aurora stood nearby, uncertainty and concern on her face.

      “What an idiot,” Kisa muttered at Beth’s side. Francois had already pulled himself to safety.

      The cat girl picked up another chair and swung it into the glass door hard enough that it shattered. There was a brief moment of hesitation as the women realized they were both barefoot, so they carefully skirted the glass and made their way across the suite before unlocking the door. The bracelet on Beth’s wrist immediately lit up, as did the one Kisa carried.

      “Well, that sucks.” Beth and Kisa stepped into the hallway. “Looks like hiding won’t be an option. For me anyway.” She looked out the nearest window and saw people milling about. “Should we go up or down?”

      Kisa opened her mouth to reply, then stared off into space for a moment. A wicked grin crossed her features. “Neither. We need to get to the other side of the building.”

      “Why?”

      The cat girl grinned. “So we can meet up with Mike.”
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      The moment Mike stepped through the portal, a sinking sensation hit him in the gut. He pushed open the closet door and looked at the room he was now in. The nearby bed was far larger than a king mattress, making him wonder what sort of person or creature used this room. He moved to the side to allow Ratu, Leilani, and Ingrid to come through behind him. Leilani eyed the portal with suspicion, while Ingrid leaned in to study it.

      “I should have guessed,” she muttered, running her fingers along the edges of the portal. “You’ve been one step ahead of us the whole⁠—”

      Lily shoved her way through. “If you think I’m going to stand around in some abandoned shack in Oklahoma, you’ve got another thing coming.” The portal from the cabana had been routed through a second location to avoid any of the Order following it back to Di’s location.

      Mike reached out mentally to Kisa. He only picked up a few pieces of information, but they were enough. “The Captain is here. He came for Beth to get to me.”

      “That fucking squid.” Leilani clutched her trident. “I’ll stab him myself.”

      “It might not be necessary.” Mike was already moving toward the exit. He stuck his hand in one pocket and pulled out his bracelet. It had a soft glow to it. “Looks like we arrived just in time. Leilani, you need to get to your people and let them know the Captain betrayed you. I can’t imagine anyone will stop you from speaking with your mother.”

      “Got it.”

      “Ingrid, you’re with me. We need to find the director and convince him I’m still on the level, and then⁠—”

      “Murder him!” Lily held up a knife and grinned.

      “No, not that.” Mike frowned. “Maybe that. We’ll see. Ratu, we’ll probably need your magic to get there.”

      The naga bowed her head slightly. “I shall be at your side.”

      “As for you.” Mike tossed his bracelet to Lily. “Since they’re tracking me through that bracelet, I’m afraid I must ask you to sow some chaos.”

      Lily cackled and transformed into a copy of Mike. She did a pirouette before exiting the suite, and the others followed. Lily and Leilani moved together while Ingrid led Mike and Ratu in a different direction.

      Down the hall, he heard his own voice singing, “I want to be an airborne ranger!” followed by the sound of breaking glass.

      “Daisy, Cerulea, Olivia.” He waited for the three fairies to emerge from his shirt and hover in front of him. “Go find your sister. Run interference for Beth and Kisa.” He held up a hand, and all three of them landed on his outstretched fingers. “No mercy.”

      The fairies shot off like tiny rockets, leaving colorful trails behind as they entered the HVAC system. Their giggles vanished moments later.

      “Somehow, those two words are the scariest you’ve ever said.” Ratu covered her mouth with one hand and laughed.

      “I’m the guy who left Jenny in charge of my house.” Mike took one last look at the vent. “They can burn this place down for all I care.”

      “Ahem.” Ingrid gestured toward the nearest stairwell. “The director has a private elevator we can access near the lobby. I assume he’s in his office, monitoring your current location and feeding it to the staff along with the Captain.”

      “Well, at least we’ll know where to find him.” Mike allowed Ingrid to take the lead. “I don’t suppose we’ll get to take a secret tunnel to get there, will we?”

      Ingrid pushed open the door to the stairwell. “What are you, twelve?”

      “Secret tunnels are like wine. The older they are, the better they get.”

      “Until they turn into vinegar and fall apart,” added Ratu. When Ingrid gave her an exasperated look from the next floor down, the naga shrugged. “Tunnels are sort of my thing.”

      When they got to the bottom of the stairwell, Ingrid opened the door and stepped outside. Mike passed through the opening and threw himself forward, tackling Ingrid to the ground. A trident flew over both of them from behind, embedding itself into a nearby concrete pillar. Two merfolk were standing next to a hot tub, and one of them was still armed.

      “Hey, wait!” Mike put up his hands. “Leilani is alive, she’s headed⁠—”

      The second merman lifted his trident and cocked his arm back. A fireball struck him in the face so hard that he flipped over backward and landed in the hot tub. When the remaining assailant tried to flee, Ratu stomped a foot on the ground, causing the decorative cobblestones to shudder beneath him. He tripped and fell on his face, then went motionless.

      “Guess he didn’t have his land legs yet,” Mike said. When Ratu gave him a dirty look, he shrugged. “What? I knew you weren’t going to say anything.”

      “How can you joke at a time like this?” asked Ingrid.

      “Oh. That’s easy.” Mike stood and helped Ingrid up. “It’s either make stupid jokes or vomit from sheer anxiety. One way or another, something’s coming out of me.”

      “That hardly explains the rest of the time.” Ratu narrowed her eyes at him, then smiled. “Or do you always experience anxiety?”

      “Maybe it’s so bad in the future that it reaches back in time and affects my current behavior?” He looked at Ingrid. “Where to?”

      “That way.” Ingrid pointed across the deck. “If there are merfolk here, I’m guessing they’ve got people all over.”

      “Of course they do.” Ratu coughed into her hand. “That’s because there are plenty of fish in the sea.”

      “Oh, that was a good one. How did it feel?” asked Mike.

      “Regrettable. Like I have given something up that I can never regain.”

      “That would be your dignity,” Mike explained. “It’s why dads make those jokes. We have already paid the price, so we may as well cash in on the investment.”

      Ingrid groaned and started running. “C’mon, let’s find some of my people.”

      There was the sound of breaking glass up above, followed by two members of the Order falling through the sky and landing in the pool with a splash. Lily-Mike stuck her head out the window.

      “The windows are too breakable!” she screamed in his voice, then disappeared inside. “I’m going to leave this place a bad review! None of the furniture is nailed down! Zero stars!”

      The people in the pool scrambled for safety as a couch got shoved out the window. It tumbled gracefully, shedding its cushions before landing in the pool, one of the arms breaking off.

      “We really were out of our depth,” muttered Ingrid as she took them toward a side door. “I still can’t believe she’s a succubus.”

      “Living with her is never dull,” said Mike. “But she has a good heart. Don’t tell her I told you that though.”

      “Why?” Ingrid opened the side door, and they all stepped inside.

      “She’ll take it out on all of us.” Mike chuckled. “How much farther?”

      “We just need to get through the…” Ingrid trailed off, her eyes on the group of people up ahead. Sitting in the plume of the lobby fountain was Princess Kailani herself. She was surrounded by her council and some soldiers, all of whom readied their weapons. The princess narrowed her eyes immediately at Mike.

      “So, Caretaker⁠—”

      “Your daughter is alive,” Mike said, cutting her off. “She was heading out into the bay to tell you the Captain is the real enemy.”

      “You lie.” The princess sneered at Mike. “My daughter may yet live, but she is likely under your thrall. For that’s what you do. Francois explained it all to me. You seduce, you manipulate, you⁠—”

      Ratu sent a wave of fire forward, which was captured by a rising wall of water from the fountain, summoned by one of the merfolk. The naga’s skin rippled, revealing gemstone scales that pulsed with power. On her kimono, the dragon circled hungrily in excitement.

      “We don’t have time for diplomacy,” she said. “You two go! I’ll try not to kill her.”

      “Be careful,” Mike said. Ingrid led him through the lobby as tendrils of water formed above the conflagration and crashed down onto the tile.

      Ratu casually stepped to the side and summoned a jet of fire that turned the tendrils into steam. A determined grin appeared on her face, and Mike watched as her magical aura expanded. A sphere of fire formed around Ratu, driving the merfolk farther back into the fountain.

      “C’mon!” Ingrid yanked on Mike’s arm, and the two of them ran. They circled back behind the lobby toward a nondescript wall. Ingrid put her hands against the smooth stone and sent out a pulse of magic.

      “Simple illusion,” she said just as the wall shimmered in Mike’s vision. Suddenly, the outline of the elevator door was obvious, and a keypad on the side was now visible. “Once you know it’s here, you can find it whenever.”

      The elevator was made primarily of glass and looked out toward the ocean. Mike followed Ingrid inside. There were only three buttons, and Ingrid pushed P for the penthouse. The elevator whirred to life and climbed slowly toward the top of Paradise. Down below, merfolk and Order personnel ran toward either the lobby or the tower building where Mike’s master suite had been. Out in the bay, Captain Francois’s ship sat at the end of the dock, eerily devoid of life.

      “That thing is probably packed full of skeletons,” he said with a frown. “After we speak with the director, we’ll probably have another fight on our hands.”

      “But Francois won’t have the element of surprise this time.” Ingrid pointed down below. “And once Leilani speaks with her mother, we’ll have the advantage of numbers. I know my people won’t stand for an undead invasion, no matter how much they hate you.”

      “I hope you’re right.” Mike turned toward the door of the elevator and frowned. “Why is this thing so slow?”

      “Protective wards.” Ingrid tapped on the glass. “This elevator isn’t visible from outside and is shielded against attacks of all kinds. We don’t want our VIPs worrying about their safety.”

      Mike studied the magic swirling around the compartment. “I call bullshit,” he said.

      Ingrid laughed. “Okay, fine, you got me. It’s slow on purpose. Gives people a chance to look down on Paradise, but we’re told to tell them the other thing.”

      “Can’t believe you tried to feed me the company line,” he muttered but wasn’t angry. In fact, he noticed Ingrid’s smile was genuine.

      “Old habits die hard,” she admitted as the elevator stopped.

      When the doors opened, it was to the sight of a circular room that was about thirty feet in diameter. A bank of monitors was installed on one wall with a desk beneath it. A man in a three-piece suit stood under the monitors, his hands behind his back as he studied a video feed of Ratu down in the lobby. The merfolk were trying to use the water from the fountain to diminish the naga’s flames, but she was shifting her fire wall in such a manner that the merfolk were now targeting an area about fifteen feet to her left.

      “Sir.” Ingrid stood at attention next to Mike. “It’s urgent that we speak.”

      “Such a simple deception,” he said, his gaze never wandering from the video screen. “Yet profoundly effective. A tactic you seem to be fond of as well.” The director looked over at another screen, which depicted Mike launching himself down the hall utilizing a rolling chair and a fire extinguisher. A Knight attempted to intercept Lily, but the ensuing melee was lost in the extinguisher’s foam. When the foam settled, the Knight was on the ground, unconscious.

      “It was necessary,” said Mike. “We need to speak with you about the Captain.”

      “Hmm.” The director turned his gaze toward a screen with Captain Francois and a merman. They were running toward a stairwell when a sparkling blue light shot across the floor in front of them. Both of them slipped on a glittering fluid and crashed into the door itself. “I must admit I expected him to be far more competent. Is it hubris that causes him to hold back? Fear of retaliation?”

      “Sir, he’s the enemy. Captain Francois ambushed us up in the mountains and⁠—”

      “I’m aware.” The director sighed and looked down at something in his hand. “Your partner testified to this late last night.”

      “Wallace?” Ingrid blinked rapidly, stunned. “He’s alive?”

      The director turned to face Ingrid and nodded. “He and a few others have been in the infirmary under a strict quarantine since last night. I can only keep their story under wraps for so long, which necessitated allowing the Captain to come onto the property and take one of yours, Caretaker.”

      “You knew.” Ingrid’s features hardened. “I don’t understand.”

      “Humans typically don’t.” The director turned to face the monitors once more. “The rarest of gems are forged deep beneath the earth in a crucible of fire and pressure over the course of hundreds if not thousands of years. The most precious things in the world are worth waiting for, and I have waited far too long for this moment to allow that which is most precious to me to slip through my fingers once again.

      “And so I deceive, much like she did. Unlike her, I seek to repair that which has been broken, and I have been a patient man. Last time we met, I faltered. I was weak in a moment when I should have been strong, I lacked commitment to my ideals. I believe you Americans have a saying for this. I choked at the finish line. It was a matter of poor planning on my part. I needed to be better, to be stronger the next time we met. How could she respect me if I wasn’t even strong enough to bring her home?”

      “Sir, that’s⁠—”

      The director made a slashing gesture with one hand, and Ingrid clutched at her mouth. She moved her lips, but no sound emerged.

      “Such a simple spell,” he said, turning to face them once more. Beneath his chin, dark scales rippled as a smile crossed his face. “To nullify the vibrations of the air itself before it can travel farther than the lips. It is a more precise version of a spell we use to prevent earthquakes.”

      “You’re a naga.” Mike blinked and shook his head in disbelief. What was a naga doing running an entire branch of the Order? Did the organization itself know? “I still don’t understand why you’re doing this.”

      “It should be obvious, Caretaker.” The director sneered. “After so long, I finally meet you face-to-face, the man who stole my beloved treasure from me.”

      Ingrid looked at Mike in exasperation, but he shrugged.

      “No, seriously, I have no idea what he’s talking about.” Mike held up his hands. “I haven’t stolen anything from anyone.”

      “Don’t play dumb!” The director held up the object in his hand. It looked like a Polaroid photograph of Ratu and Yuki at a restaurant. “But since I have to spell it out for you, perhaps my name will ring a bell. I am Mohan.”

      “Um, okay.” Mike narrowed his eyes at the picture. “Wait, is that Taco Palace?”

      Mohan, the director, blinked twice, his eyes turning yellow. “That’s right. My name is Mohan.”

      “Okay, Mohan.”

      “The Mohan.” The naga’s voice was magnified now, and a heavy presence filled the air.

      Mike winced. “Okay, the Mohan. My ears aren’t broken.”

      “Surely she’s mentioned me.” The director gestured over his shoulder. Ratu was now moving across the lobby, her kimono sweeping out behind her as she danced with the flames. Two of the merfolk were lying just outside the fountain now, steam rising from their bodies.

      “Nope.” Mike crossed his arms. “Never once has she mentioned your name.”

      The director opened and closed his mouth like a fish, and his eyes flashed. “You’re…not lying. She never once mentioned me?”

      “I’ve never heard her say your name.” Mike pointed at the picture. “Where did you get that?”

      Mohan snorted. “My people spent weeks looking for you. Imagine my surprise to discover that someone in your household used your credit card to order something called a Royal Feast. And even though it is but a photo, naga recognize their own. It was serendipity that brought us together, you see, and so I altered the plan. ”

      “So that’s what this is about? You wanted…Ratu?”

      “She hasn’t told you her true name?” Mohan chuckled. “But of course not. Though your relationship has been…carnal in nature, this is further evidence that you are little more than a fling, a distraction.”

      Mike heard footsteps behind him and turned around. Eight men and women now stood there, swords and wands in hand.

      “Wait. Let me get this straight.” Mike pointed at the screens up top. “You want her back, whatever. That’s between you and her. But what about what’s happening at my house? You’re threatening my family because of it?”

      Mohan snorted. “It is a matter of honor, Caretaker. You have dishonored me by consorting with my betrothed. For that alone, I would take everything from you.”

      “Holy…fucking…shit.” Mike’s jaw hung open. “You’re doing all this just to get back at me? Because you’re petty?”

      The director narrowed his gaze. “This is hardly petty, Caretaker. She was my world, and you stole her from me. To let this injustice go unpunished⁠—”

      “Seriously, you guys too?” Mike looked at the Knights and mages behind him. “This naga just admitted he’s putting your lives and mine at risk because he’s mad that I live with his ex-fiancée.”

      “She is still my betrothed!” The director’s fist balled up, and his face shifted, scales dancing all along his sharpened features. Mike averted his gaze as a powerful gust of wind struck him. Mohan hissed, his tongue flicking out.

      Mike sighed. “You’re pathetic.”

      Mohan made another slashing motion with his hand. Mike felt the spell take hold around his face, saw how the air shifted and weaved in front of him. With a slashing motion of his own, he sliced the spell in two.

      “So I take it this means you’re not going to call off the people in my yard?” Mike asked, turning his attention back to the director.

      “That reminds me.” Mohan pulled a phone from his jacket and tapped the screen. It rang once before somebody answered. “I have the Caretaker in custody. He won’t interfere. Proceed with the mission.”

      “You’re a piece of shit!” Mike’s magic boiled up within, ready to break free. He took a deep breath and addressed the men and women behind him. There was some uncertainty on their faces, but they had been conditioned since childhood to obey the chain of command. That wasn’t something he could simply undo, no matter how fucked up the situation was. “I want you all to know I’m sorry. If you have any friends or family at my house, I can’t guarantee their safety anymore. It never had to come to this.”

      They barely reacted to his words but looked a little nervous.

      “Ah, but it did.” Mohan adjusted his tie, his features suddenly more human. “Sister Ingrid, you will be taken to quarantine for your safety and properly debriefed. As for you, Mike Radley, this is the end of the line.”

      One of the Knights stepped away from the group to stand behind Ingrid.

      Mike nodded. “It sure is. I came here to help, even after learning you intended to screw me over. I gave some of your people the benefit of the doubt, like Ingrid here. She’s a good person, even though she works for a shit company.”

      “Take him to Captain Francois, please.” Mohan turned back to watch the monitors. “I will ask him to meet you all on the docks.”

      “What, you’re not even going to take me out yourself?” Mike actually laughed as the remaining Knights and mages formed a circle around him and guided him toward the elevator.

      “Of course not, Mister Radley.” Mohan turned to look over his shoulder with a smile. “To do so would acknowledge that I see you as my equal. Frankly, you are beneath me, and the Captain has promised he would cooperate with the razing of your home once he has taken possession of it. After all, he has no use for the property. His love is for the sea.”

      Ingrid took a step toward Mike, her hand going for her wand. Mike made eye contact and shook his head.

      “Well, guess this is the last you’ll ever see from me,” he said. “Boy, oh boy, you got me good.” He took a deep breath and cycled his magic, the hairs on the back of his neck rising. Someone jabbed him in the side with their weapon. “Is that a wand, or are you just happy to see me?”

      As a group, they filed into the elevator. Mohan looked over his shoulder, a wry smile on his lips. The door closed, leaving Mike alone with his escort. Down below, the poolside bar was on fire and a merwoman was using pool water to put it out.

      A mage tapped the bottommost button, labeled B.

      “It’s weird that this place has a basement,” Mike said. “Or is that where you’re keeping Bigfoot?”

      “Shut the fuck up.” Someone pressed a wand into the small of his back.

      Mike snorted. The director couldn’t be reasoned with, which was a relief in some ways. That meant he no longer needed to waste his time trying to be nice. He looked at the men and women to his left and right and smiled when he saw how tense they were. He didn’t know if they were afraid of him, afraid of the situation, or displeased with the orders they had just received. Ultimately, it didn’t matter.

      He had maybe fifteen seconds, which was about ten seconds more than he needed. Mike cleared his throat and tried to keep his face straight.

      “So before we begin, is there anybody who wants to get off?”

      It was in that single moment that he found bliss. At least three people turned in his direction, either in recognition, disbelief, or curiosity. Somebody actually scoffed. Weapons were pressed against him, to remind him that he was, in fact, their prisoner. Mike dipped his head and closed his eyes, a beatific smile plastered on his face as he released his magic.

      The elevator cabin hissed with energy as hundreds of blue-and-purple streamers of light burst free from him, spreading outward like tiny spiders. They vanished immediately upon skin contact with his captors, the men and women of the Order gasping in surprise as their entire bodies were suddenly overwhelmed with erotic energy. When the magic attempted to jump back into Mike, he forbade its entry and commanded it to move in a cycle.

      As one, the occupants of the elevator came. The cabin filled with screams and moans of pleasure as the Knights and mages stumbled back and forth, many of them dropping their weapons. Someone tried to stab Mike, but he took a casual step backward to dodge the strike, then grabbed a mage by her elbow to point her wand straight up as it went off, causing the ceiling of the elevator to freeze over. Eventually, the men and women of the Order sank into a pile of bodies on the floor, clutching at the railings and each other for support. Just as the moans died down, his magic cycled again, starting the process anew.

      Mike pushed the lobby button, and the elevator slowed to a stop. The doors opened wide, and he stepped forward, careful not to stomp on someone’s outstretched hand. The people in the elevator groaned as his magic finished its tenth cycle. Mike turned to look back and was surprised to see a tiny mote of golden light hovering just in the doorway. Out of habit, he held out his palm, and the light fell onto his skin and vanished like a melting snowflake.

      “What did you do to them?”

      Mike turned to see Aurora standing there, nervously clutching a wand. Her hands shook wildly as if she might blast him at any moment, but his magic told him the truth. She was frightened, true, but certainly not any danger to him.

      “Some asshole hit all the buttons, and they had to get off on all the floors.” When he realized Aurora didn’t get the joke, he cleared his throat and continued. “Honestly, they’ll be okay. It’s nothing that some chocolate and maybe a Gatorade won’t fix.” Mike stepped toward Aurora and pushed the wand away. “How do you get to quarantine?”

      “Quaran—” Her dark eyes sought out his own. “How do you know about quarantine?”

      “Your boss is sending Ingrid there. There are a few people from the mountain expedition locked up as well, including Wallace. They got in late last night, and the director hid them away. He didn’t want them telling everyone the truth about what happened on the mountain.” There was a dull thud, followed by a groan. Mike looked back to see that someone’s arm was preventing the door from closing. “Excuse me a second.”

      Mike pushed the hand into the elevator, which allowed the door to shut. “Say hi to Bigfoot for me,” he said as the door closed completely. When he turned back to face Aurora, she was pointing the wand at the ground. “Is there a way to get there that doesn’t involve the director’s office? I’d rather avoid him, if I could, he seems grumpy.”

      “There are…secret tunnels throughout Paradise.”

      “I fucking knew it,” Mike muttered.

      Aurora stared at him for several long seconds, then nodded. “I’ll go get Ingrid and the others. You go ahead and…um…”

      “Thanks.” Mike walked past the hostess and narrowed his eyes as he pulled out his phone and texted everyone at the house. Up ahead, the sounds of battle in the lobby had died down. When he stepped out into the rotunda, it was to see Ratu sitting on the edge of the fountain, her hair and kimono soaking wet.

      “Well?” she asked.

      “It went poorly,” he replied.

      “How poorly?”

      “The director is a naga named Mohan.” Mike felt the temperature in the lobby escalate rapidly as Ratu’s eyes dilated. “He’s apparently been looking for you for quite some time and got real excited when he learned you lived at the house. However, he got pretty butthurt over the fact that we’ve been holding hands, and the whole situation at the house is about getting even with me.”

      “Is he still alive?” she asked.

      He nodded.

      “Not for long.” Ratu rose and stormed off toward the elevator. “Leave him to me.”

      “The elevator’s enchanted!” he shouted at her back. “You might have trouble finding it!”

      He heard the loud rumbling of stones being broken apart, but Mike wasn’t concerned. Ratu was one of the most powerful people he knew, and this was her fight. Well, for now anyway. He needed to find Beth and Kisa first, then go rescue Ingrid. After, they could all beat the director’s lanky ass together if needed.

      Using his mental link with Kisa, he jogged in her direction.

      ---

      Across the world in front of a different bank of monitors, Eulalie Weaver sat in a web sling hammock of her own design, made just this morning in fact. Since she was supported from below by so many gossamer threads, it was easy for her to shift positions along the massive bank of keyboards and screens in order to maintain watch on the exterior of the house.

      Her drones had been shot down over the week, but small cameras and microphones had been easy enough to install pretty much everywhere with both Tink’s help and the rats’. There were almost no gaps in coverage, and she stared at over ten different monitors at once with her arachnid eyes. Sure, some of them were no good for the visual spectrum, but she would at least detect movement on the screens.

      Over her ears, she wore a special headset Tink and Dana had designed. It had some sort of 3D audio and a chipset that took in all the separate microphone inputs from around the home, filtered them, and recreated the audio as if she was standing near whatever camera she had selected.

      She grabbed a handful of Cheetos and shoved them in her mouth. Down below, a rat shook its head in frustration at the amount that tumbled free from her lips. Still, waste not, want not. It picked up the crumbs and put them into a bowl the rats would share later.

      “And here we…go…” Eulalie did her best Heath Ledger impression as she watched five different tactical teams emerge from the command center, guns, swords, and wands at the ready as they circled around the house. She tapped the mute button on her microphone and spoke.

      “Here they come,” she said. “I count thirty on the north side and forty on the south. Twenty are hanging back. They’ve got guns trained on the roof. I have yet to identify explosive ordinance.”

      A sinister voice chuckled through the headset, creating feedback on the line.

      “Cold front to the north. Round up those cowboys!” Jenny giggled and took in a deep, rasping breath. “Let’s get a three-for-one sale for those fellas by the greenhouse!”

      The garage door opened slowly as the mercenaries arrived. They fell into a defensive formation, briefly revealing a man toward the rear carrying a large munitions box.

      “Designating a priority target by the garage.” Eulalie sent a screenshot to everyone’s phone. “This one is carrying explosives.”

      “I’ve got him.” Yuki’s voice was calm and collected as the garage door lifted high enough to reveal a small grouping of homunculi. They’d been created by her tarot cards, a collection of men and women built from wood and metal. As one, they crouched and charged forward toward the mercenaries.

      “Contact,” one of them shouted as six of them took a knee and opened fire. The homunculi cared not for bullets, and likely would have cut down the firing squad if not for the Knights who suddenly swapped positions with the gunmen. Yuki’s summoned creatures initiated attacks with swords and staves that were quickly deflected by the swords of the Order.

      Yuki stepped forward from the garage, her tails whipping behind her in defiance. The SoS didn’t know it, but this was little more than an avatar created from ice and snow. The false kitsune raised her hands and sent forth a horrible frost that clung to the assailants like glue.

      Screams of alarm came from the south side of the house, and Eulalie turned her attention to the appropriate monitor. The SoS had just made contact with Cerberus in her human form and had immediately opened fire. The hellhound wasted no time transforming, letting out a triple-throated howl that actually caused three of the men to flee in terror.

      Hellfire rained down on the attackers, but the mages were there to intercept. Magical shields were raised to divert the flames, but a couple of them burst immediately. The damage was instantaneous as smoldering mercenaries screamed and tried to crawl away. One even ran for the safety of the greenhouse, ducking inside the front door as if the glass would somehow protect him.

      “Never had a chance,” Eulalie muttered, noting that the injured people were already being carried to safety. Though Jenny had been gung ho to annihilate the SoS along with the Order, they had taken a vote as a family and elected to avoid killing them outright. Not only would killing the mercenaries leave a huge mess for them to clean up, but they risked starting a long-term feud with both the Order and the Sons of Sin.

      That, and the activity around the Radley house had already raised some suspicions. While monitoring the chatter of local authorities, Eulalie had heard Mike’s name dropped more than once, and she was fairly certain the Order was the only reason the cops hadn’t come to investigate. The official cover story on record was that this was an advanced training exercise for the military, but some of the higher-ups were starting to suspect something more sinister. If the police did decide to show up, there was a very real fear that innocent lives would be at risk.

      Eulalie turned the volume down. Some of the screams were threatening to blow out her headphones. She looked at the men and women by the garage. While they had isolated several of the homunculi, it seemed like they weren’t making very much progress.

      “I expected more.” Narrowing her human eyes, she studied the monitors. Yuki’s ice clone was on top of the garage now, sending a cascade of ice down on her attackers. Cerberus had successfully routed the other squadron, who were piling up against the wall at the edge of the house.

      Something was off. The moment Eulalie thought that, Yuki’s ice clone exploded, followed shortly by the crack of a different gunshot. The homunculi were suddenly tackled to the ground and hacked to bits with machetes. Out in the front yard, the third team was using ladders to get up to the roof.

      “Frosty is down. There’s trouble up top. Can somebody topple those ladders?”

      Cecilia burst through the front wall of the second story, shrieking at the top of her lungs. One of the mercenaries jerked backward, causing the ladder to tip away with him. Shots were fired at Cecilia, but they passed harmlessly through her to pockmark the siding of the house. The group at the garage had entered through the open bay door and were making their way through the structure toward the fountain. When they shoved open the side door that led to the backyard, it was to see Sulyvahn standing there.

      “Yer not welcome here,” he said just as they opened fire. The bullets hit the dullahan but had no effect. Chuckling, Suly grabbed the top of his hair and yanked, pulling his head clean off his body. The mercenaries flooded out of the door as Suly reached into the hole of his neck and pulled out his own spine. “And now I’ll flay the flesh off ye.”

      They opened fire again but not before Suly caught a man with the spine whip, tearing free both the mercenary’s tactical vest and the flesh of his arm. Mages moved ahead, and somebody shouted, “Switch to silver!”

      To the south, Cerberus harassed the assailants there, playfully chasing them into corners and swatting them with massive paws that broke bones. Even though the retreat looked chaotic, Eulalie spotted a pattern early on.

      “Can somebody check on Cerberus?” She frowned when she noticed someone drop an iron stake into the ground. “What the hell is that?”

      Shadows crept across the ground, breaking free of the mercenaries and grabbing hold of the iron stake. It was only now that Eulalie saw the other stakes that had been planted in the area. Cerberus growled and chased a man away from the wall only to slam into an invisible barrier and fall on the ground. The iron stakes glowed white hot once the spell was completed. Flames licked along the ground as a massive sigil constructed of fire and shadows appeared.

      “Fuck! Cerberus is trapped. We need somebody to break the sigil.”

      “I’m on it,” said Sofia through the headset.

      At the command center, a second wave of people appeared, all of them establishing a perimeter around the tent. Sulyvahn was busy attacking the group out back, but they had superior numbers and several passed right by him. The wall of ice halted their progress, but the group was prepared. They took cover behind a massive shrub and then tossed some grenades at the frozen structure.

      Eulalie turned the headphones down for a moment to mute the explosion, then raised the volume afterward. “We have a breach by the garage.”

      “Mine.” Jenny’s voice was filled with static.

      “Not yet.” Eulalie cleared her throat. “Let’s see if we can scare them off first.” That had been part of the agreement, after all.

      “No fair!”

      “I am on it.” Abella stepped out from her hiding place nearby and grabbed a man by the back of the neck. He let out a yell as she picked him up over her head and slammed him into the ground. When his buddies turned around to see what had happened, she threw him. Guns were lowered to avoid shooting their comrade, and Abella folded her wings up and stepped around the nearest ice wall to avoid the counterattack. When they came around the corner, it was to see a statue that Tink had carved this morning depicting Abella hiding behind her wings like a shield. A mage ran forward and strapped a collar around the stone statue’s neck.

      “Cease fire,” she shouted as she ducked beneath the extended wings and slapped what looked like a weight-lifting belt around the statue’s waist. “Gargoyle neutralized!”

      “Clever,” muttered Eulalie, watching in interest as the statue was left behind. Cyrus had gone over potential capture protocols involving the different cryptids but hadn’t known what mechanism they might use midbattle with so many different factors. She would have to ask him what sort of enchantment they had on those belts. “Fake Abella has been captured. We need token resistance.”

      “Mine!”

      “Not yet.”

      “I’ve got her.” Yuki stepped out of the iron gates, the hot winds of the Underworld at her back. She summoned an icy sphere into her fingers, then fired it at the men nearest Abella. When the magic struck, they cried out in agony and fell to the ground, ice climbing over their bodies.

      By the greenhouse, Sofia sprinted forward, sword in hand. Her purple eye flashed like a strobe light as she shifted and dodged out of the way of attacks, moments before they came. A mercenary got up to point-blank range and aimed his shotgun, but when he pulled the trigger, all that happened was a click instead of a bang.

      Sofia smirked and punched him in the face so hard he crumpled. She picked up the shotgun and pumped the action hard, ejecting a jammed shell. Once she got to the first iron bar in the ground, she grabbed hold of it with her free hand and yanked. The sigil brightened in an attempt to hold together. Without looking, Sofia pointed the shotgun over her shoulder and fired, causing a man with a rifle aimed in her direction to duck.

      The sigil burst, and Cerberus hopped over Sofia, sheltering her from further gunfire as they ran back toward the house together. Sofia shoved open a window and crawled inside, gun still in hand. Cerberus leaped away, tail wagging and eager to resume the fight.

      Out back, Yuki continued to protect false Abella while another squad navigated the ice walls and made their way to the fountain. Massive roots burst from the ground, tripping them up as they drew near. The SoS retaliated with phosphorous rounds that caused the roots to pull away.

      Up on the roof, the third group took position and opened fire on Yuki. The kitsune summoned walls of ice to protect herself from blades and munitions alike, then backed toward the Underworld. A group of Knights came in from the sides, swords drawn and spectral body shields blazing. Behind them were a pair of mages and some mercenaries. When they drew near, Yuki stepped through the iron gate. Her attackers followed.

      “Can’t be helped,” Yuki muttered through the comms, the connection across dimensions making her cut in and out. Already, screams of panic were followed by gunfire through her headset. “Was hoping they wouldn’t follow me in.”

      Cerberus howled on the lawn, then made her way toward the command center. Eulalie smirked as the hellhound got within range of the tent and blasted the structure with hellfire. The surrounding area turned to ash, but the command center remained intact.

      “Guess the old man was right about the enchantments on that thing.” Eulalie grabbed another handful of Cheetos and stuffed them in her mouth. She wondered how Cyrus was doing. Ever since losing contact with him, she had pored over property records in the area where he had disappeared, but supposedly all of it belonged to either the government or the Bureau of Land Management. Satellite photos of the area revealed nothing, and her attempts to get recent data from government satellites had been rebuffed. The tracking bracelet they had given him was perfect for pinpointing his location but only worked if he was within a mile of either the home or Yuki.

      Somebody on top of the house screamed. Eulalie checked the cameras and saw that Cecilia had reached through the roof to grab someone by the ankles. She was dragging the man toward the edge of the roof, causing his teammates to chase after in an attempt to save him.

      Gunfire ricocheted along the outside of the house, but the bullets wouldn’t penetrate to those inside. Someone hit the front door with phosphorous rounds, but the flames soon petered out, and the scorch marks faded away. The home’s magical defenses easily held up to the abuse, but it was still unnerving to watch.

      Three figures stepped free of the command center and fired on Cerberus with large, modified squirt guns. The water burst into white fire on contact with the hellhound, causing them to retreat. The attackers continued firing at the hellhound as more people stormed out of the tent and set up another sigil around them.

      “Looks like things are about to heat…” Eulalie trailed off as the SoS signaled for an immediate withdrawal. Order and SoS personnel alike fled back toward the command center in full retreat. There was silence over the comms, eventually followed by a single voice.

      “Noooooooo!”

      “What the hell happened?” Eulalie looked at all the monitors again. “Did they just…give up?”

      “I doubt it,” said Yuki. Out in the backyard, two mercenaries stumbled free of the iron gate and ran for it. The kitsune came out later and threw on the padlock. “Do you see anything?”

      “I don’t.” Eulalie chewed at her fingernails and pondered. Something was going on, but what? “This was too easy.”

      “Isn’t this what we wanted?” asked Reggie. “They’ve run away already.”

      “Yes, but…” Eulalie studied the monitors again, replaying some of the footage. What had just happened? Had the director called them off? Or was it something else? She didn’t know why, but she had a really bad feeling that they all had just been played.

      ---

      “Up, up, up!” Kisa sprinted up the stairs ahead of Beth, leaving behind a blood trail from a cut on her paw. The cat girl had received it from a piece of broken glass, but the wound didn’t seem to be slowing her down at all.

      Beth, on the other hand, was already winded. The adrenaline rush of escaping from her room and climbing down the balcony had worn off. The sudden drop in her blood sugar had taken the wind out of her sails.

      “Are you…sure we…going…” Beth couldn’t even finish her sentence.

      “Yes!” Kisa paused by one of the doors and cocked her head. “This way,” she declared, pulling open the door. A mage stood on the other side, his hand outstretched as if to grab the handle.

      “Wha—” was all he managed as Kisa smashed the top of her head into his face. He cried out in pain and dropped his wand on the floor. The cat girl picked it up and shoved him down.

      “C’mon,” she said, then tossed the wand to Beth. “Use that if you need to.”

      Beth caught the wand and studied it. “I have…no…fuck it.” She pointed the wand at the injured man and channeled her magic through the device, hoping for the best. A pulse of blue light sent him sliding across the floor like a hockey puck. “Good…enough.”

      “We’re getting closer. He’s this way!” Kisa froze in place, then crouched next to a trash can just as a merman turned the corner in the hallway.

      “Hey!” The merman charged at Beth but tripped over Kisa’s outstretched foot. Beth blasted him with the wand too, causing him to crumple into a ball. Kisa kicked him in the ass, making him flinch and scoot aside so Beth didn’t have to step over him.

      “I don’t think they were expecting this much resistance.” Kisa led Beth down the hall to an exterior stairwell that looked over the property. Beth let out a sigh of relief when the cat girl went down instead of up. If Beth could just catch her breath, she would be fine.

      They descended two flights of stairs, but Kisa hissed and slid to a stop on the landing. She turned tail and ran back in Beth’s direction as a blast of magic barely missed her. The landing filled with Order personnel, their faces tense as Beth waved her wand and sent a blast of magic in their direction. An opposing mage deflected it, but Beth had already turned around to follow after the cat girl.

      “Halt!”

      A bolt of ice caught Kisa in the back, and she slipped before tumbling onto the floor. Beth slowed to a stop and held her hands up, the wand loosely dangling between her fingers.

      “Turn around, slowly!”

      She turned to face them. There were six of them, three Order teams. One of the mages had stepped back from the group and was speaking into her walkie-talkie.

      “We’ve got the lawyer and the intern over in 4D, but…I don’t think that’s the intern.” The woman narrowed her eyes at Kisa. “Copy.”

      “4D?” The man on the other end of the line made a sound. “Shit, he’s almost on top of you! Copy!”

      “Who?” The mage suddenly looked concerned.

      “Mike Radley. You should have a visual to the south about…now.”

      The men and women of the Order spun on a dime just as Mike stepped around the corner, holding an umbrella over his shoulder. He gave the group a large grin, then held out his hand.

      “Looks like it might rain,” he said, then snapped his fingers. The Order tensed up, but nothing happened. Mike frowned and looked down the hallway he had just come from. “I said, it looks like it might⁠—”

      A trio of colorful lights shot around the corner along the ceiling. Cerulea, Olivia, and Daisy ripped the heads off the sprinkler system, spraying the hallway with water.

      Mike twirled his umbrella and jumped into the air, kicking his loafers together. There was a brief moment of confusion, but a Knight stepped forward, holding her sword out.

      “You’re coming with us,” she said.

      “Not this time,” Mike replied. “But maybe later, if you’re good.” He looked past the Order and winked at Beth. “Am I making you wet?”

      Beth snorted. This was absolutely Lily. “You’re late.”

      Lily-Mike gasped and held a hand to her chest. “If I am, then the baby must be yours!”

      “What the hell is up with this guy?” asked one of the Order, but then Lily-Mike spun her umbrella and lobbed it playfully toward them. The Knight in front of the group slashed it out of the air, only to reveal that Lily-Mike was right behind it. She slammed her fist into the woman’s jaw so hard that everyone heard the crack, then she slid beneath a ray of fire from the mage behind the Knight. Another Knight leaped forward to stab Lily-Mike, but she stepped to the side, grabbed the man by the back of his neck, and shoved his face through the stucco of the nearest wall. The Knight went limp, his body dangling from where he had been planted.

      Beth sent her magic into the water from the sprinklers and created a geyser that blasted up from the floor and blinded the group. Lily-Mike laughed, her eyes closed as she continued to dodge and weave between her assailants. One mage went over the railing, only to catch himself at the last second.

      Once the Order was taken out, Lily-Mike grinned and grabbed Beth by the hand. She bent down and kissed her hand.

      “Your chariot awaits,” she said.

      “You’re a drama queen.” Beth looked over her shoulder at Kisa, who sat with her back against the wall. She rolled her eyes at Lily-Mike.

      “Perhaps.” Lily-Mike took her by the hand and led her to the stairs. “But we can discuss my good qualities later. This place sucks. Let’s go.”

      “Let’s.” Beth snatched her hand away to go back for Kisa, then the three of them went down the stairs together. They made it all the way down to the first floor and were headed for the lobby when the Captain stepped around the corner, a flintlock pistol held casually in his hand.

      “There you are,” he declared, his features twisted with malice. “You were quite the adversary, Mike Radley, but your time here is over.”

      Lily-Mike grinned. “That gun’s a lot like you. Blows its load once and⁠—”

      The Captain pulled the trigger. Beth screamed and plugged her ears as Lily-Mike’s head jerked back and the smell of sulfur filled the hallway. Lily-Mike fell to the ground, her body going limp.

      “Enough with the hysterics.” The Captain holstered the flintlock with a smug look on his face. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got⁠—”

      Lily-Mike’s body spasmed, then went completely stiff. The Captain froze as Lily-Mike rose from the ground much like Nosferatu from his coffin, her dark eyes suddenly wild.

      Lily-Mike spat out a bloody musket ball, which clattered on the floor.

      “What are you?” asked the Captain, incredulous.

      “This isn’t even my final form,” Lily-Mike whispered, then reached for the front of her shorts and pulled. The fabric ripped away, leaving Lily-Mike naked from the waist down, his soft cock hanging to her knees. “Now, c’mon. Let’s have a proper duel, see who the bigger man is once and for all.”

      Captain Francois sputtered, his eyes suddenly fixed on Lily-Mike’s lengthening member. “This is outrageous! You seek to humiliate me?” he demanded with a squeak in his voice. The man cleared his throat and drew his blade. “Thousands have stood between me and eternal life, Caretaker. You are just one more obstacle to be buried.”

      “Suck my dick,” said Lily-Mike, then charged forward. The Captain brought his blade down on Lily-Mike’s cock, only for the member to dodge out of the way and stab upward into Francois’s chin. Lily’s tail spike emerged, stabbing Francois several times in the face before he pushed the succubus away.

      “Wretched creature!” Francois whipped his sword across Lily-Mike’s torso and, with a dramatic flourish, speared her through the heart.

      “Ooh, balls-deep,” grunted Lily-Mike. “I barely feel⁠—”

      Francois slammed his fist into Lily-Mike’s head with a sound like cars colliding. The succubus exploded into a cloud of yellow smoke.

      “Ah, a shame,” said Francois, choking on the fumes. He coughed and waved his hands. “I knew something felt wrong. It will take more than…a demon’s parlor tricks…to stop me.” He stumbled toward Beth and then clutched his head. “Dreaded…miasma…”

      “C’mon,” said Kisa. She grabbed Beth by the hand, and the two of them ran toward the lobby. Beth looked over her shoulder at Francois, who was clutching a nearby pillar for support. A dark fluid oozed from his eyes as he let out a scream, forcing Lily’s venom from his body.

      Okay, that’s really fucked up. Clearly, the Captain had a few secrets of his own.

      Kisa helped Beth sneak past a group of people trying to put out a fire that had spread to the restaurant by the pool. They were almost to the lobby when a figure stepped free of the chaos, casually moving around a wet spot on the concrete. When their eyes met, Mike grinned and gave them a wave.

      “There you are.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Ratu’s on her way, she’s just having a word with the director. We need to get home, they⁠—”

      Mike frowned, his gaze settling behind Beth. She turned to see Captain Francois standing about thirty feet behind her, his pistol in one hand and the sword in the other.

      “There you are.” Francois sneered and raised his blade. “You shall elude me no longer.”

      “Ah, right. This asshole.” Mike sighed and stepped to the side so Beth and Kisa were no longer between the two of them. “No skeletons today?”

      “I have no need of them.” Francois aimed his flintlock pistol at Mike. “And the world has no need of you.”

      “Before we kill each other, why the old pistol? Why not something modern, or even a gun that holds two bullets?”

      “Because I rarely need more than one.”

      “Guess I’m living proof of that.” Mike smirked.

      Francois grinned. “An annoyance to be sure, but it does mean I shall have the satisfaction of shooting you a second time. Also, to answer the rest of your question, I’m sentimental. It was a gift.”

      Mike nodded. “So there’s no hashing this out? You don’t want to talk?”

      Francois tilted his head to one side and then aimed his pistol upward. “I’m not entirely unreasonable,” he admitted. “Your death is only a means to an end, you know. I have no desire to play the great game, or whatever you call it. I also have no use for your home or whatever other properties you lord over. The only thing I crave is immortality, and those eggs are my ticket to it. If you have a way to grant me that which I seek, no matter the method, then I would be more than happy to, as your generation is so fond of saying, fuck off.”

      “I see.” Mike looked at Beth. “Do we have anything like that in the Vault?” he asked. At the same time he spoke with her, he used his hands to sign something else in ASL: “I need you three to disable the gun.”

      Francois was too busy looking at Beth to see her response to notice the fairies hovering above him. Beth scrunched up her face as if in concentration to hide the fact that she had looked at them.

      “Um…” She looked at Kisa. “What do you think? Anything in the Vault we could use?”

      Kisa shrugged. Francois actually blinked in disbelief upon noticing the cat girl.

      “Um…maybe the…no, that wouldn’t work…we got rid of that…” Kisa eventually shrugged. “No, I can’t think of anything.”

      Francois smirked. “A pity.” He looked back at Mike. “While you may not have any other methods of achieving my goal, those eggs will do quite nicely. The alchemical value of the creatures inside would be enough to ensure my survival for another thousand years if necessary, which would⁠—”

      “Fuck off.” Mike crossed his arms. “You’re right. We are fond of saying it.”

      “Indeed.” Francois aimed the flintlock pistol and pulled the trigger. He stared in amazement at the colorful trio who had landed on his weapon and removed the hammer. Cerulea mooned the Captain as Olivia yanked the last screw out of the side of the gun, causing the weapon to fall apart in Francois’s hand.

      “Pests!” Francois swiped his sword at the fairies. Cerulea and Olivia scattered, but Daisy remained behind, a fierce look on her face as she darted in at Francois and stung him in the eye. He cried out in pain and fell backward, swinging blindly as he clutched at his wounded eye.

      “If you want to keep the other eye, you should probably get back on your fucking boat and start rowing.” Mike took a step toward the Captain. “I’m not in a very forgiving mood right now.”

      Francois held his blade out at shoulder height in Mike’s direction. “I shall have your head,” he hissed.

      “Mike, be careful!” Beth took a step away from the two of them. “He’s freakishly strong!” She looked around for a potential weapon; the wand in her hand felt like it would be useless. Spotting a hot tub nearby, she sent her will into the body of water and commanded it to rise.

      “I’m not afraid of how strong he is,” Mike replied, sticking his hands in his pockets. “After all⁠—”

      Francois leaped forward, his body leaving the ground as he crossed the distance between them in an instant. He brought his blade down as if to cleave Mike in two, but his momentum was halted by the explosion of blue slime that shot out of Mike’s breast pocket. Opal appeared, both her arms wrapped tightly around the blade.

      “He’s just one man.” Mike looked past Opal at Francois, who was trying to pull his blade free. “Meet Opal. She’s pretty pissed about that time you almost killed me.”

      The slime girl winked at Francois, then engulfed his arms. The Captain cried out in pain but was only able to yank one arm free. Opal stood there, her body twisting as both the sword and the arm inside were wrenched violently about, the bones snapping in multiple locations. Francois fell and clawed at the concrete as Opal attempted to engulf him properly.

      “Even a captain of the sea will fall prey to fluid dynamics.” Mike moved to stand with the others. Beth relaxed her hold on the massive sphere of hot-tub water that had started to levitate out of its basin. Francois groaned in agony as Opal shifted her weight onto his torso, determined to end the man’s life.

      Up above, the top floor of Paradise exploded.

      ---

      Ratu didn’t bother watching Mike leave. She could feel his presence like the heat of the sun, his warmth moving across her skin no matter the distance. However, now wasn’t the time for thoughts about the Caretaker or her place in his life. She studied the smooth wall where the elevator was supposed to be, narrowing her eyes in disgust.

      With a clenched fist, she used her magic to rip the stone facade off the wall, revealing the elevator shaft behind it. With the illusion now broken, the security keypad next to it was revealed. As Ratu pondered how to bypass the keypad and call the elevator to the lobby, she watched with arched brows as the car lifted from below and stopped. The doors slid open, and two people fell out, clutching their swords. The elevator car was packed with Order personnel, all on the floor and reeking of sexual fluids.

      Ratu smirked. This was absolutely Mike’s work.

      “We need to…” The Knight who had crawled the farthest looked up at Ratu’s feet, then craned his neck up to see her face.

      “Going up?” she asked.

      The Knight groaned. “Are you going to kill us?” he asked. “I’m not sure what answer I want to hear, honestly.”

      “I wasn’t planning to.” Ratu stepped past them and into the car. “But I am heading upstairs to kill your boss.”

      A mage on the floor raised her wand. “Not if we stop you,” she said, her voice hoarse.

      Ratu covered her entire body in fire. The occupants of the car screamed in panic as the oxygen was quickly sucked out of the small space. When she released the spell, everyone looked up at her in terror.

      “Out,” she said, her facial features rippling with aggravation.

      The men and women squirmed out of the car either of their own volition or with help from the others. Ratu pressed the P button and crossed her arms as the door closed. The elevator hummed to life and carried her up.

      How many decades had it been since she had last seen Mohan? She closed her eyes and took a steadying breath. Ratu honestly didn’t know. The last time she had left him behind, she had run, content to take every day without his loathsome presence as a gift. And gifts were something a gracious recipient should never count.

      She did know that it hadn’t been long enough. It would never be long enough. Down below, she felt the presence of a fire out by the pool. Looking over her shoulder, she spotted members of the Order trying to put it out.

      “How fitting,” she muttered, then closed her eyes and remembered.

      She had seen the smoke from her home atop the mountain. Her shrine was built down by the waterfall, but her actual abode lay within a hidden valley above that she had sliced from the mountain itself. Even if the villagers had known where she lived, it would have been a hundred-foot trip straight up the sheer cliffs.

      Puzzled by the sudden surge of activity, she had stepped away from her house, never once looking back. Perhaps if she had known it would be the last time she saw it, she would have at least paused to admire the beautiful Javanese home. Intricate reliefs had been carved into the wood by the villagers who had brought them as tributes to her shrine, some of the designs even telling stories about her own arrival. She had meticulously installed them in her home, even going so far as to expand the walls to make room for more potential additions later on.

      In truth, she enjoyed the simple joy her presence brought to the people below. In times of famine, it was no chore to find an untapped aquifer and water their fields. And in times of plenty, they brought her food and gifts. Her sari was plain, unlike the beautiful silken garments she had worn beneath the earth with her people. But it had been a gift of gratitude from a family who had nearly lost their son to the mischievous spirits of the river. Many of those spirits had moved farther downstream to avoid incurring the naga’s wrath.

      She felt needed, and it was the biggest gift they could have given her. so when she had seen the ominous smoke over the village, she decided to investigate. Opening a hole into the earth, she casually tunneled through the rich minerals and granite of the mountain and emerged from a secret opening behind the waterfall. Sliding into the water, she transformed into a massive serpent and allowed the current to carry her downstream.

      As she neared the village, she sifted through the rumors that had been carried along the wind to her little shrine. She had heard stories about distant villages being attacked, sometimes even leveled by troubled spirits, or possibly demons. It wasn’t an uncommon occurrence in this part of the world. With so much scientific innovation spreading throughout the mainland, many creatures similar to herself had come here as refugees. The natural pecking order had been disrupted, and trouble often followed.

      It was a good thing she was considered the top of the food chain. Her serpentine features curled into a smile as she rode the currents, shifting her coils to act as a rudder. In places, the rocks were sharp, and she’d prefer to keep all her scales intact. Last year, she had been playing in the river and knocked several loose. While the wound had been painful, the smiles of the children who had found her prismatic scales on the bank and used them for tiny hats had somehow been worth it.

      She surfaced upstream, just above where the fishermen threw their nets, and shifted back to human form as she stepped ashore. There were rumors about the dragon who lived in the river, and so she avoided letting them ever see her serpentine form on land. Misdirection was easy when it was someone else making all the assumptions.

      The path into the village was only a few feet wide. She held her hands out to the side, allowing the foliage to caress her fingertips as she walked. The world above was so soft, a feature she was still getting used to. She had long ago exchanged the glittering of firelit gems below for the starry skies above, but had never truly appreciated just how many colors could be seen in the lands of man.

      She hummed a sweet tune to herself, mostly so she wouldn’t surprise any of the villagers, but stopped when she realized she didn’t hear the gentle chatter of the fishermen. This was the first bend in the river where they caught their breakfast, yet nobody was to be seen. Puzzlement became concern when she passed the next two spots and still saw no one. Up ahead, the smoke rose in a giant column. What had looked troublesome from a distance had suddenly become ominous. The wind shifted, and she tasted the air, hoping for answers.

      It tasted of death.

      She broke into a run, her bare feet kicking loose gravel into the tall reeds. Now that she was closer, she could hear the wailing of human misery, their cries shattering the stillness of the woods. She regretted not riding the river all the way to the village now, but what had been done was done. What came next would be up to her.

      Bits of hot ash fell from above as she entered the village and paused to stare at the devastation. Villagers milled around in confusion, staring in shock at the massive stones that had spiraled up from beneath the soil, many of them penetrating structures. Based on what she could tell, a cooking fire had likely been overturned, the fire quickly spreading to some of the nearby trees and other buildings. People had been trapped beneath the rubble, many of them perishing in the flames. Gasping for air, she placed a hand over her mouth and wept.

      The villagers didn’t see her at first, too busy were they with their grief. She moved around the perimeter, sending pulses of magic into the ground in the hopes of finding someone who had survived, somebody she could save. These people would rebuild, sure, but even a small victory would help them sleep a little better tonight.

      She used her magic to push aside the stones, the villagers looking to her for guidance. The soul of the village had been broken, but for what purpose? The scent of magic was strong, yet there was no culprit. Mischievous spirits, at best, may claim the life of a human, but there was usually a purpose, even if it was just spur-of-the-moment cruelty.

      “Over here!”

      The naga paused, her lips thinning out. Who was speaking English? She chanced a glance over her shoulder and saw a group of men emerge from the forest. Some of them wore leather armaments and carried swords at their waists. The others had staffs, and all of them carried backpacks. They were being led by islanders she didn’t recognize, likely acting as guides.

      “Looks like our quarry has struck again.” One of the men carrying a staff knelt by a woman whose face was covered in burns. His hands filled with soft light as he attempted to heal her. “These people need our help.”

      Oh. She knew who these men were. Clicking her tongue in disapproval, she started moving toward the outskirts of the village. Though she had never met anyone from the Order in person, it would serve her well to abandon the area for a few days. Technically, she was the village deity, but she didn’t feel like enduring their scrutiny. They were outsiders at best and couldn’t be trusted.

      Still, their efforts were appreciated. The people of the Order moved quickly, offering support to those in need. It was only by chance that she noticed how intently they searched the faces of those they helped, how they studied the dead as if afraid they would rise. She wanted to flee into the woods but could sense them hiding in the grass, lying still and waiting. If their hearts hadn’t been beating so hard, she never would have sensed the tremors in the earth. There were more of them out there, watching. Waiting. Hunting.

      Though the fires were out, water was being hauled up from the river by bucket to make sure the smoldering remains were properly extinguished, and it was there that she found her exit. Kneeling in the cool water of the river, she slid forward into the current, allowing it to pull her under and away. Transforming into a serpent once more, she was about a hundred feet downstream when the trap was sprung.

      A massive net engulfed her, ripping her free of the water. She thrashed about, hissing in surprise as a pair of mages levitated her out of the water while Knights hauled her onto the shore.

      Back in the present, a similar hiss escaped Ratu’s lips as she opened her eyes. She forced the memories down into her gut, feeding it to the fire that was building within. The village had been so many decades ago, yet the pain was still fresh. Just like before, Mohan was waiting at the end.

      She tapped her foot impatiently. Why was this elevator so slow?

      At last, the car stopped and the doors slid open. Ratu stepped forward into the luxurious suite just as a door along the edge of the room clicked shut. She could hear Ingrid’s muffled shouts from beyond, but the well-dressed figure standing in the center of the room and staring up at the monitors was all she had eyes for. He studied a replay of her fight with the merfolk in the lobby, watching as she bombarded the royal court with fire that could crack stone.

      “I remember the first time I saw you summon fire, back when we were young.” Mohan’s voice was wistful, nostalgic, and clearly rehearsed. “It’s a special moment in every naga’s life, when we first resonate with magic. For you, it was always fire. I’ll never forget how your eyes sparkled like emeralds, wide with wonder as you held that ball of flame in your hands. That afternoon, we sat at your father’s feet and you spoke for hours about how it felt, being so close to a power that could bring comfort yet also destroy. It was in those moments that I first found my feelings for you.” Mohan straightened his suit and turned in place. The scales on his face rippled as he adjusted his cuff links. “Surely you remember⁠—”

      Ratu hit him with a fireball that caused the monitors behind him to spark and melt, the swirling torrent of fire cracking the marble beneath Mohan’s feet as the impurities crackled and burned. Both hands extended, she demanded nothing less than for his entire body to turn to ash before he could do any more harm.

      “I see you’re still impulsive.” Mohan tsked at her from within the fire. Even now, she could feel the swirling barrier of air he had summoned. “And here I thought we could at least be cordial.”

      “I have nothing to say to you.” Ratu twisted the fingers of her left hand, commanding the marble at his feet to break. Once it had done so, she clapped her hands together, causing the shattered masonry to collapse inward on top of Mohan with the intent of crushing the life from him.

      “And yet, I have plenty to say to you.” Mohan, the director, snapped his fingers, and the marble shattered into dust, which got caught up in the swirling vortex around him. He blasted the remnants of the floor outward, and Ratu summoned a wall of fire to drive them into the air. The air-conditioning system kicked on, the air return rattling as it sucked up marble dust. “So perhaps you can stop trying to kill me for a minute and hear me out.”

      “No.” Ratu remembered the last time she’d attempted to hear him out, her thoughts going back in time once more to the village.

      Mohan stood at the edge of the village, a triumphant glare in his eyes. He was dressed as a guide and leaning against a tree. He spoke to her through the wind blowing across her ears, meaning the Order couldn’t hear.

      “One last chance,” he said. “If you come home with me, all will be forgiven. But if I have to drag you home, these villagers will pay.”

      “Never!” she shouted through her serpentine lips, causing the villagers and Order to recoil in shock. Flames licked at her eyes and nose as she attempted to burn away the protective runes of the net.

      “So be it.” Mohan’s body began to melt as he moved toward the villagers, his body stretching out as scales sprouted across his flesh. By the time someone saw the massive snake and screamed, Mohan was already slamming his jaws shut around them.

      Mohan sighed in disgust. “I went through a lot of work for this, you know.” He gestured at the broken monitors behind him. “I thought you’d appreciate all I did to find you.”

      “All these years, and yet you still don’t understand.” Ratu channeled the fire, the temperature of her skin heating up. “You still think of me as a lost belonging, or worse, an escaped slave.”

      Mohan waved dismissively. “I had hoped your time with the mortals would have tempered your hysterics, but that was wishful thinking on my part.” He loosened his tie and then shrugged out of his jacket. “You’re a lot like fire, you know? Wild, powerful, capable of great things. But just like fire, you lack discipline.” He undid the cuff links on his sleeves and then rolled them up. “Imagine how strong you would have been if we had been together all this time. I didn’t waste all these years obeying the whims of mortals, my dearest. It was time spent honing my abilities, learning to better channel my strength, to become one with the wind, all those things we spoke of when we were children.”

      “I want you to imagine how happy we could have been if you would have just trusted me!” Ratu’s eyes were now brimming with tears. “I was prepared to spend my entire life by your side, but then I saw how ugly you truly were beneath those scales. If your jealousy hadn’t claimed you, if you hadn’t lashed out at me, struck me with your fists, we could have been together! I was in love with you once, Mohan, I truly was. You were the center of my world, and then you fell out from beneath me. You broke my heart!”

      Mohan cracked his knuckles. “You were the one who left. If anyone is allowed to complain, it is me. I am the one who suffered, after all. That man you adore, your Caretaker, he will blame you for what is about to transpire, you’ll see.”

      “That man is everything you are not.” The air around Ratu ignited.

      Mohan snorted. “Oh really? If that’s true, then why have you given him a false name? What is wrong with your true name, hm?”

      “I hate that name,” she hissed. “But only because I heard it spill from your lips so often.”

      He chuckled, the air around his body now circulating so fiercely that the fabric of his pants made a flapping sound. “You’re coming home,” he said. “Whether you like it or not, my precious Upala.”

      “My name is Ratu!” The air exploded, and Ratu threw herself forward, her body changing as fire spiraled around her. Mohan rose to face her, transforming into his serpentine form as well. They were nearly full-size by the time she struck, her fangs seeking his flesh, and the two of them crashed against the closest wall, causing the building to groan and shudder beneath their combined weight. The storm of fire raged inside the penthouse suite, melting everything that didn’t simply ignite, and the two of them crashed together into an exterior wall. It collapsed, and they tumbled together through the open air to the ground below.
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      The spiraling staircase was narrow, barely large enough for two people to walk side by side. Ingrid licked her lips and let out a silent cough, hoping to hide the fact that she was just testing to see if the director’s spell had worn off. Though some of her abilities didn’t need verbal components, there was generally some sort of vocalization required, much like the kiai a martial artist might shout. It acted more as a mental focus than anything else, and Ingrid vowed to start practicing magic without it.

      However, that was a future problem. Right now, she was descending toward the holding cells with a Knight at her back. Without words to convince him the Order was being duped by the director, the only path remaining was action. With her hands bound in metal cuffs the director had slapped on her and a wary captor, she was uncertain what that action would even be.

      A tremor ran through the building. Ingrid and her escort paused, both of them looking up as a layer of dirt fell from the ceiling. She looked back at the Knight, who simply shrugged and gestured down with his blade.

      “Keep moving,” he said. “I know you don’t understand what’s going on now, but a few days in quarantine with a therapist will get your head back on straight.”

      Ingrid lifted her hands high enough for him to see her middle fingers.

      “C’mon, Sister Ingrid, this is classic Stockholm syndrome.” The man sighed in disappointment. “Or some sort of enchantment, which is more likely. We had to sedate the survivors from your team. They were ranting like lunatics last night.”

      Ahead of them, a section of wall clicked open. Aurora stepped through, clutching a clipboard to her chest. For a moment, it looked like the woman was surprised to see them, but she collected herself.

      “Director wants me to speak with her once she’s secure,” Aurora said, then lifted her clipboard. “To get some initial data for the Council to look at and maybe find some holes in their story. We’re already reclassifying the Caretaker’s threat level, but if he can do this…”

      “Yeah, it’s pretty bad. I heard they even sent most of the staff home to prevent casualties.” The Knight used the flat of his blade to push Ingrid against the wall as they passed the hostess. “It sucks knowing our own can be turned against us. Stay behind me.”

      “Of course.” Aurora followed them in silence. There was another loud thud from above, but nobody stopped this time. Ingrid felt the spell around her mouth vanish but said nothing. It was two versus one now, and the odds were heavily stacked against her. They got to the bottom of the stairwell and stepped into a concrete hallway. At the end was a bank of cells with small monitoring windows.

      “Where are the guards?” asked Aurora as she peered through the nearest window. “Shouldn’t there be a full team watching them?”

      “It’s just me,” said the Knight. “The director has the others taking the Caretaker to the docks to hand him over to the merfolk. They should be back⁠—”

      There was a loud crackling sound, followed by a solid thud. Ingrid turned around to see that the Knight was on the ground, convulsing wildly. Aurora had dropped her clipboard and was clutching a stun baton, which she continued to jab into the man’s back.

      Ingrid watched in curiosity as Aurora shocked the man into unconsciousness. The hostess knelt and searched the man’s pockets to retrieve the keys to Ingrid’s cuffs.

      “What a fucking mess,” the hostess muttered, then unlocked Ingrid’s cuffs. “This whole thing is a fucking mess.”

      “Yes. It really is.” Ingrid rubbed her wrists, then moved to the cell doors to look inside. Aurora unlocked the doors and pulled them open, which caused the occupants to rise and step out with trepidation.

      “Sister Ingrid?” A young mage named Caleb looked at Ingrid in disbelief, then ran forward and hugged her. “You survived!”

      “So I did.” Ingrid tried not to tense up at the sudden bodily contact but hugged the man back. “I was saved by the Caretaker’s people.”

      “Leave it to that sexy bastard to steal all my thunder, then.” Wallace stepped out of his cell, a wry grin on his face. He was covered in cuts, mud, and blood. His left hand was tucked into the waistband of his shorts, his forearm splinted with two pieces of wood and some fabric. “I went back for you, just so you know. It just took me a bit is all.”

      “Wallace.” Ingrid pushed herself away from Caleb, already ignoring the other survivors. Aurora was taking care of them with no issue, asking each of them about a woman named Theresa. “You look like shit.”

      “Feel like it too.” Her Knight chuckled, then wrapped her in a tight hug with his good arm. “I followed your tracks to a cliff but lost you from there. Was afraid they had pushed you off. That was how they got a lot of our people, you know.”

      Ingrid nodded, trying to swallow the sudden lump in her throat. In retrospect, she realized she had given very little thought to the others. She wasn’t sure if it was just an emotional defense mechanism or something else. But with Wallace standing in front of her, all sorts of emotions suddenly bubbled to the surface. He had been the one constant in her life all these years, the one person she could rely on, and he had disappeared during the fight, fate unknown.

      And now he was back, her emotional rock returned from the dead. She told herself the tears in her eyes were from the dust that kept drifting down from the ceiling.

      “What the hell is going on upstairs?” asked a Knight named Mila. She was covered in wounds similar to Wallace, but both her hands had been wrapped tightly into fists with fabric that made her look like a back-alley streetfighter. There were bloodstains all along her knuckles, and at least a couple fingers didn’t look quite right.

      “War.” Aurora looked at the men and women around her, her dark eyes filled with heartbreak and rage.

      “Sounds like a fight, then.” Wallace crouched and picked up the sword the Knight had dropped. He gave the sword a light swing and then held it on his shoulder. “I don’t know about you all, but I had plenty of time to rest last night. Who are we fighting?”

      Aurora shook her head. “I’m not entirely sure,” she said. “But it’s clear the director betrayed us.”

      “And the Captain is our enemy.” Ingrid stared at the motley group of people who watched her. Including Wallace, there were only seven of them. At least two were being held up by their friends. “The merfolk are on his side for now, but that will change once Princess Leilani tells them the truth.”

      “And the Caretaker?” asked Mila. The ground trembled beneath them, and all the lights flickered.

      “He is who we are fighting for,” said Ingrid, glaring at the others, daring anyone to challenge her words. “There’s no time to explain, but we owe him big time. I owe him more than you could imagine.” She didn’t even fully understand why she had added that last bit. Ever since waking up in a strange bed with an old woman looking over her, Ingrid had a sense Mike had somehow fixed a crack in her heart she hadn’t known was there. “So if you still want to follow the director’s orders, let me know now so I can stick you back in your cell to rot.”

      Wallace snorted. “Don’t worry. We saw through the director’s bullshit once we got back, didn’t we?” He looked at the others, who nodded emphatically. “We figured out that Francois was controlling the skeletons and put two and two together pretty quick. I just wish more of us had survived.”

      “More of us will fall if we don’t sort this out.” Ingrid looked at Wallace. “Right now, there’s a full-scale military operation going on at Mike’s house. Our people there are going to get killed.”

      “You really think so?” asked Caleb. “They all seem so…goofy.”

      Ingrid shook her head. “A deliberate farce. They didn’t want us to know how dangerous they were. It wasn’t a malicious act of deception. Rather, they just want to be left alone.”

      Aurora stepped forward now, tears running down her face. “From what little I’ve seen upstairs, they’re still holding back.”

      The whole room shook, and the lights went out. Ingrid sent a pulse of magic into her fingertips, then formed a ball of light in her hands that cast eerie shadows on Aurora’s face. More dirt fell from above, and a crack had appeared in the wall.

      “I don’t think they’re holding back anymore,” said Ingrid, who knelt to pick up the unconscious Knight. “Someone help me get him outside.”

      ---

      The outer facade of the central tower of Paradise crumbled and fell away from the structure, scattering chunks of debris outward as the two colossal serpents tumbled behind it. Mike grabbed Kisa by the hand and yanked her out of the way of a large concrete slab that exploded on impact with the sidewalk where they had been standing. Beth magically lifted water from a nearby hot tub and blasted it into a pair of Order personnel to knock them away to safety as both Ratu and Mohan crashed into the ground.

      “Run!” shouted Mike at the dumbfounded people standing near the burning restaurant.

      A merman was immediately crushed to death beneath Ratu, whose body was covered in flames. Mohan slithered free, a cyclone of air carrying his bulk several feet above the ground. He smashed through the roof of the large dining room, sending staff members running for safety.

      A figure sprinted away down the hallway, and Mike frowned to see that it was Francois. He looked at where the man had been and saw Opal re-forming her body around a chunk of concrete that had landed on her.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      Opal nodded, then gestured angrily in Francois’s direction. The man’s right arm was dangling like a loose noodle. Mike grabbed Opal’s vessel, allowing the slime girl to retreat so he could carry her.

      The ground rumbled beneath them as Ratu lifted her head and hissed, yanking flames away from the burning restaurant. They swirled around her body and formed into a spiraling vortex above her head, which then crashed down on the building Mohan had vanished into. A gust of wind rocked Paradise, shattering windows as Mohan rose from the restaurant.

      Where Ratu looked like a python, Mohan had the hooded head of a cobra. They bared their fangs at each other, and Mike observed in both curiosity and horror as their spells clashed.

      To any outsider, it would appear the snakes were simply having a hissing match, but Mike watched as spells were rapidly summoned and dismissed by both combatants. Ratu tried to form a fireball, which Mohan undid by starving it of oxygen. The director then created whirling scythes of air that Ratu deflected up into the sky where they fell apart.

      Mike, Kisa, and Beth ran in the same direction Francois had, which was toward the beach. They were followed by Order personnel and a few stray merfolk. Paradise shuddered, and people cried out in fear from different levels as a mass evacuation took place.

      A few mages attempted to stabilize the structure, unaware that Ratu and Mohan were still fighting and would bring it down soon enough. Kisa actually swatted a wand out of someone’s hand, while Beth used the wand she held to break the sprinkler heads. She sent the resulting spray of water down the hallway, blinding anyone who tried to run against it.

      “Get to the beach!” Beth yelled at anyone who would listen.

      Mike wondered if she was sensing the extreme danger he was, every fiber of his body screaming at him to get out! Kisa stopped to help a merwoman who was limping, the cat girl straining when she couldn’t move the woman. Mike helped, the two of them dragging the woman down the hall.

      “Keep running!” Beth waved her wand, and the water pooled beneath the merwoman, allowing her to slide along the floor as Mike and Kisa pulled her hands. As if inspired, the mermaid took control of the water as well, sending high-pressure jets forward that pushed debris out of the way and carried people faster than they could run.

      They exited the long hallway along with several other people, everyone fleeing from Paradise. The side building they had just left was still intact, but Mike heard a roaring sound, followed by a thud he felt in his chest. A massive crack appeared along the decorative brickwork, and a chunk of the facade fell away to reveal the steel beams underneath.

      The central tower in Paradise fell first, sending a cloud of choking debris outward in every direction. Mike watched as it got caught up on the magical shielding and piled high like a storm cloud before blowing out toward the ocean. He wrapped his arms around Beth and Kisa just as Opal emerged, sheltering them with her gelatinous body.

      Sharp stones pelted the people on the beach, followed by blazing-hot winds. The merfolk fled into the water, while the Order waded out as far as they could.

      Out on the beach, Mike spotted Francois down near the end of the dock. He was almost at his boat.

      “Fuck,” Mike muttered under his breath. Captain Francois was moments away from escape when a slim figure emerged from the waves, catapulting herself a dozen feet up into the air before throwing her trident at a downward angle.

      Captain Francois didn’t make a sound as the trident pierced his chest hard enough that his body jerked backward through the air. He tumbled once along the dock and then went still, his remaining eye gazing up into the sky.

      Behind them, Paradise rumbled as the rest of the buildings started to collapse.

      ---

      Ratu slithered up into a ball, her shifting coils protecting her from the shards of glass that rained down from above. The structure around her bent and shifted as she commanded the concrete to fracture and form into thick spikes that she drove into Mohan.

      “Please. I command the earth just as well as you do,” he said, the words coming out as a long hiss to anyone else who might be listening. The spikes crumbled on contact with his body, the shards now caught up in the powerful vortex that surrounded him. He used the crumbled stone as projectiles, but Ratu’s face was hidden from view. Some of the stones were tiny enough that they actually exploded in the superheated air around her body. “And it feels like you’re out of practice.”

      Ratu didn’t respond to him, not out of any sense of danger or inability to speak. Frankly, there was nothing to be said. Mohan had become a threat to her family, to the future she wanted to be a part of. If she could snap her fingers and rip his skeleton free from his serpentine body, she would simply do so and be done with it.

      But Mohan was strong. He had always been an accomplished mage, and his elemental control of air and wind had been impressive even when they were young. When Ratu had gone into hiding, she had focused her energy on studying how magic worked at a fundamental level, which didn’t always help when it came time to fighting with someone. Did her fireballs burn brighter and hotter than ever? They did. But they still required oxygen to burn, which Mohan stripped away.

      Still, while Mohan ran his mouth, Ratu used her mind. He constructed spell forms, both simple and complex, and she countered them on a foundational level. Commanding the wind to mix and churn? She added her own mana and made it spiral out of Mohan’s control. Highly pressurized bursts intended to pierce her hide? Poke holes in the side and allow it to flow away. They were at a magical stalemate, the two of them now physically assaulting each other in the hopes they could break the other’s concentration.

      She regretted the harm being done to Paradise, but only because she knew there was collateral damage. People had been injured and killed. Early on, she had seen Mike, Kisa, and Beth flee from the battle and could sense the Caretaker down on the beach, safe from the fight. Ever since she had nearly died in the Labyrinth, she had spent time contemplating how to best use her magic should she find herself in such a bind again. Against Mohan, she would never hold back.

      Sharp fangs pierced her side, but Ratu didn’t counter with a bite of her own. The way she was coiled up now meant it would take too long to free her head, which would open her up to whatever assault he had planned. She flexed her body as if to do so, then tunneled her head beneath the soft sand as sharp blades of pressurized air bit into her scales and pierced her flesh.

      Positioning her body underground, she burst up and slammed the top of her head into Mohan’s lower jaw. The naga was caught off guard, causing him to tip over backward. When he hit the ground, it was with enough force that Paradise swayed dangerously. Sensing an opportunity, Ratu shattered the foundation with a thought in the hopes she could drop the building on Mohan’s head and maybe crack his skull.

      He surprised her by squirming forward and away, digging his head into the ground and tunneling beneath Paradise. When he emerged, it was from the third floor, his mouth open wide as he came down on her from above. Ratu sent up a wave of fire to blind him, followed by a geyser of sand. The heat was intense enough that the sand melted, twisting into brutal spires that Mohan crashed against. He let out a hiss of pain before going back beneath the ground, the molten spikes breaking off as he disappeared.

      “Is that all you’ve got?” he whispered, using the wind to communicate. A swirling vortex had formed above Paradise, Mohan’s attempt to create a tornado. Ratu doubted the protective measures the Order had employed extended up into the sky. “You’re no better than a human with a sharp stick.”

      Suddenly inspired, Ratu chased after Mohan, using the fire around her body to create tunnels of glass. Up above, she felt the seismic shift as Paradise toppled, large pieces of it collapsing now. The two of them chased each other beneath the ground, careful to avoid getting too close to the water table. Digging too deep could easily turn into disaster if enough water followed them.

      Mohan didn’t realize the trap had been set until he crashed into one of Ratu’s tunnels, letting out a grunt of pain. While it was a simple matter to command the rock to break apart, glass was unexpected and didn’t have natural fractures to exploit. Ratu slammed into Mohan from behind, sinking her teeth into his gut as he tried to coil up and escape.

      When they burst free, it was through the rubble that had been the central building of Paradise. A cloud of dust and debris obscured the sun, the two serpents twisting and coiling amid the wreckage.

      Though Ratu couldn’t see anybody, she could still feel Mike’s presence. Whether that was a function of his power or their personal bond, she couldn’t be entirely sure.

      “Are you finished?” asked Mohan. “This destruction was unnecessary and has only delayed the inevitable.”

      The vortex up above was closing in on them, causing larger pieces of debris to shift among the rubble. If his spell continued building for much longer, he would make any fight above the ground untenable. It would also serve to create large projectiles that would harm anyone still around.

      Ratu couldn’t scowl as a snake, but she would if it were possible. Summoning her magic, she created several flaming geysers that swirled around them, each one climbing into the sky to dance along with the vortex.

      “You should know better.” Mohan attacked her again, but she could tell his focus was on the vortex. Her flames threatened to go out, but she refused to let up. He was attempting to starve her magic of the oxygen it needed, believing the spell had been formed in an attempt to harm him.

      On the contrary, she was taking a different tack. Her fire was hungry, and she poured her concentration into the spell, generating larger flames that attempted to consume whatever air they could. The air became so hot that nearby structures burst into flame, which ate away at Mohan’s storm and formed fiery tendrils that reached into the sky.

      Mohan had likely caught on to her tactic, because he redoubled his efforts. He bit at her face, attempted to strangle her, and even tangled their bodies up like a massive Gordian knot. She allowed instinct to take over, putting very little thought into their physical altercation.

      As they fought, Ratu felt a presence at the edge of her awareness. Something was shifting rubble and squirming free from a ton of broken concrete. Uncertain what could have survived the collapse of Paradise, she rolled onto her side to try to catch a look.

      It was a demon. Wreathed in fire, wings extended, the creature rose from the wreckage and sighed, her molten body shedding ash. The demon was naked, unable to produce any clothing capable of surviving the inferno. When their eyes met, the demon licked her lips and winked.

      Lily.

      The succubus was barely recognizable, a result of the flames. A creature of hellfire now, she crawled quietly toward the top of the nearest smoldering pile and extended her wings. Massive thermal currents ripped her into the air where she hovered above the fight, her body like a tiny star in the darkness.

      Mohan squeezed, and Ratu’s vision dimmed. Upon learning Mohan had been behind everything, her first impulse had been to kill him, to prove to herself she was stronger than he was. Only now did she see the problem with that line of thinking. For so many decades, she had been content on her own, believing true power lay in the individual. Distrustful, she had put herself on a pedestal in the belief that nobody could be her equal.

      But then she had met Mike, a man who had been happy to give her not only friendship but the space she desired for herself. He rarely asked anything of her in return, and one day, it had occurred to her that she enjoyed doing little things just to help him and the household out. Over time, she had gotten to know the others, to connect with them in ways she had long forgotten.

      Most importantly, she had learned she was no longer alone. Ratu was part of a family now. In her anger, she had almost forgotten this fact. She should never have confronted Mohan on her own, but the past couldn’t be changed.

      Now she was no longer on her own. It was time to ask for help.

      “Kinky!” It was hard to speak now, and her flames were dying. What little air she could breathe was moving too fast, and not enough blood was flowing to her brain. “Get…kinky!”

      Mohan actually released his grip a bit in confusion. “Kinky?” he asked. “I don’t…um…was this foreplay?”

      “Wasn’t…talking…to you!” Ratu twisted her body around and slammed Mohan into the ground. He opened his mouth to sink his fangs into her, then froze in shock as the fiery figure up above crashed down into his mouth like a meteor. The naga choked and released his hold on her, his coils unwinding as he coughed and gagged on Lily.

      “Wha…hrgg!” Mohan tried to vomit the succubus back up, but when he opened his mouth, it was to reveal Lily’s tail briefly swaying about in the back of his throat. He let out a cry and fell to one side, his body writhing in shock as steam escaped his mouth.

      Taking a deep breath, Ratu swung her body around Mohan and concentrated on the heat and flames she could sense coming off Lily. Mohan cried out in agony and actually belched up fire as Ratu regained control of her element. Up above, the vortex collapsed, allowing fire to rain down on the area. Ratu rose to her full height, the devastating heat swirling around her harmlessly.

      She bit down on Mohan’s neck, her fangs piercing his scales. The naga let out a gurgling cry, then recoiled from her in an attempt to escape. With the remains of Paradise burning down around them, she picked him up and slammed him through the nearest pile of rubble, causing both of them to tumble free onto the beach. She could see the merfolk had summoned a sphere of water, which was slowly boiling away over the bay. They were all gathered along the shoreline, many of them with their backs to the resort.

      Something was wrong. With the two naga fighting, all eyes should have been on the naga combatants. Ratu was able to pick out Mike through the watery barrier. He and Kisa were standing protectively over injured men and women, while Beth and Opal stood along the water’s edge.

      Ratu stared down at Mohan in rage. If she wanted, she could kill him. However, they were now down on the beach and she had no doubt in her mind that it would still take her several minutes to accomplish. To continue fighting would only put her family at risk.

      Groaning mentally, she slammed Mohan’s head against a rock she summoned from beneath the sand. The massive cobra sighed and went limp, his eyes on hers.

      “Yield,” she demanded. “Yield and I shall do you no further harm.”

      Mohan laughed, his jaws open wide with blood trickling from the corners.

      “I yield, Upala.” He rolled onto his back to reveal his belly. “You got lucky.”

      She ignored his response but used her magic to bind him with his words. Should he attempt to betray her in the near future, it would cause him a great deal of pain and buy her plenty of time to respond to the attack. Her massive form shrank down, and she was human once more. Mohan started to do the same thing but paused halfway when a massive bulge formed in his neck.

      “You can come out, Lily.” Ratu moved to Mohan’s side and gave the scales a playful kick.

      Mohan’s jaws parted, and Lily forced her way past his teeth with a grin on her face. The succubus was clothed now, her demonic features mostly hidden away. She stabbed Mohan in the roof of his mouth with her tail upon exiting, and the snake went limp as he continued a slow transformation back into human form. Ratu stared down at the quiet figure dozing on the sand, then looked up at the succubus.

      “Was it everything you hoped it would be?” she asked.

      “Not really.” Lily smirked. “I prefer guys who swallow.” She looked at the watery sphere. “What the hell is happening there?”

      Ratu grabbed Mohan by the foot and dragged him toward the shimmering barrier of water. Mohan grunted in his sleep but didn’t wake. “Let’s go find out.”

      ---

      Leilani hated running. She didn’t like how the ground felt on her feet, the cruel way that concrete and stone somehow bit through the thick soles of her sandals, or the way her knees got jarred with every impact. Knees were absolutely the dumbest thing ever, in her opinion, and were proof that the gods truly hated terrestrial beings.

      And yet run she had. Straight across the pool deck and down to the beach. At least a couple of merfolk spotted her, but they ignored her when she asked about her mother’s location. Even from the shore, Leilani could sense several dozen of her people swimming around and waiting, as if in standby. There weren’t many merfolk who could manifest legs like she could, and she strongly suspected that most of the ones who could were currently up in Paradise.

      Helping that bastard. Leilani tried not to grind her teeth while thinking about Captain Francois. The man had always gotten on her nerves, but she had assumed this was just the generational gap. Even her mother had admitted once that she used to dislike Francois, but that had changed as she got older.

      But now Leilani knew better. Francois had never been a true friend to her people. It had always been about his own quest for power and immortality. The man had the ability to change the world for the better, as she saw it. But he was a schemer. The attempt on her life had colored her previous interactions with the man. If he was willing to murder her to cement the merfolk’s support in his plans, what other dark deeds had he committed in the same vein?

      Out on the sand, Leilani sprinted the last hundred feet into the surf. She saw the Captain’s boat floating at the end of the dock, a sight that filled her with anger and spurred her forward. The waves rose to greet her as she dove into the water headfirst, the water pulling her out into the depths. Her legs melted together back into a tail, and she let out a sigh of relief as she swam deeper into the bay.

      The royal guard met her by the pilings at the end of the dock. They were a school of ten warriors, each one carrying a spear. They formed a semicircle in front of her, and a woman in the middle wearing a coral necklace that denoted her as the captain held out a hand to stop her.

      “Princess Leilani, you’re alive!” The woman looked surprised, but there was something about the way she floated that warned Leilani something was off. “We had heard you were killed.”

      “A deception!” Leilani declared. “Captain Francois attempted to assassinate me so as to lay the blame at the Caretaker’s feet. I must speak with my mother immediately on this matter.”

      The royal guard looked at one another uneasily, and a few cast their gazes toward the surface and Paradise. Leilani let out a groan as she turned around.

      “Seriously? I just came from up there.” With a powerful kick, she headed back toward the shore, but a strong current pulled her back out to sea, causing her to essentially swim in place. Puzzled, she tried to change direction, but the current flowed in the opposite direction. She turned to look at the royal guard, who had formed a circle around her.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Taking you into custody.” The captain looked apologetic. “We were warned that the Caretaker may have turned you against your people, so this is a safety precaution.”

      Leilani scowled but bit her tongue. There were ten of them and only one of her. They were manipulating the currents to hold her in place, which was customary for prisoners.

      Could she talk her way out? No, not if they were already under the impression she was compromised. Fighting wasn’t an option. They were too far away for combat, and throwing her trident would only confirm their false suspicions.

      Sinking into the water, she attempted to seize control of it, but it was no use. Cursing inwardly, she stared helplessly toward the shore. She had had only one job and had failed it already. As she clutched her father’s trident tight against her chest, all she could do was wait.

      It wasn’t long before the other merfolk in the bay suddenly became agitated. The royal guard holding her in place gave one another dubious looks moments before a group of merfolk entered the water. They were injured, several of them sporting massive burns. The last figure to enter was none other than Princess Kailani, most of her hair burned away. Her eyes were haunted, and it looked like she was having trouble swimming.

      Another school of royal guard assembled around Kailani and assisted her out into the bay. They swam together toward Leilani, as if unaware of her presence. The royal guard tried to usher Leilani out of the way, but she fought. Forcing her to stay in one place was child’s play, but moving her somewhere specific? Far more difficult.

      “Mother! Mom!” Leilani hollered over her captors, then dropped to the bottom to smack the butt of her trident against a rock. “Princess Kailani! Over here!”

      When Kailani looked up, her eyes narrowed. “Traitor,” she said, her fingers trembling as she pointed in Leilani’s direction. “You betrayed your people.”

      “I have not!” Leilani rose from the bottom and thrust her chest forward. “I even came back to warn you about Captain Francois’s deception. The man tried to have me killed so he could turn our people against the Caretaker.”

      “That doesn’t make sense,” snapped Kailani. “We have always been against the Caretaker ever since she…he…they took that land from the native people!”

      “Mother, that land wasn’t taken, it was given away.” Groaning in the way only a daughter could to her mother, Leilani jabbed her finger toward the direction of the volcano. “The Kahu gave that land to the Caretaker to protect it from Captain Francois and others like him!”

      “Falsehoods spouted by the Caretaker himself, I’m sure.” Kailani sneered at her daughter, then looked at the captain nearest to her. “The Caretaker’s people are too strong above the water, but we can mount a defense here. We must ensure that none of them escape or else⁠—”

      “The goddess Pele told me herself.” Leilani stared hard at the merfolk around her, many of whom immediately turned in her direction. “She was up there, waiting to welcome us, to explain why that land must never fall into Francois’s hands.”

      “You lie.” Kailani spoke harshly but now looked unsure.

      “I swear by the tides it is true.” Leilani looked at the men and women around her. “Pele was there when our people were killed. She was the one who boiled the sea.”

      There was an outcry from several of them, but Leilani only had eyes for her mother.

      “Why?” Kailani asked, suddenly fearful. “Have we angered her?”

      “We have not. Captain Francois brought a fearsome creature up from the deep, and it was Pele and the volcano’s guardian who were forced to answer.” Leilani gestured at the surface where she could already see that part of Paradise had crumbled. “Our people died in order for him to lure the Caretaker here under false pretenses. My assassination was going to be the event that turned the merfolk and the Order against Mike Radley.”

      “But why?” asked Kailani.

      “So he can live forever.” Leilani gripped the shaft of her trident tightly. A loud thudding sound propagated outward from the shore, and shouting could be heard up top. “As for why he desires this so strongly, you would have to ask him.”

      The merfolk muttered to one another as Kailani stared out into the depths. Her mother clearly wasn’t swayed, but she no longer argued. In her eyes, a maelstrom of emotions boiled over. Grief. Denial. Rage. This was a man who had her implicit trust, and Leilani understood why it must be hard to process.

      There was another loud thump, and now Paradise was in flames. The merfolk all moved to the surface, and Leilani felt the grip of the water on her body loosen. She joined her people as they watched Paradise in horror, the main structure shuddering from the impact of two massive snakes that now wrestled at its base. Her people and the Order fled for the safety of the beach, and she noticed with a smile that Mike was there, helping tow a merwoman to safety.

      But her attention was caught by the figure running down the dock, a panicked look on his face. Captain Francois’s arm hung poorly, and one of his eyes was swollen shut. He was already halfway down the dock, his boots thumping on the wood. The destruction of Paradise had the merfolk’s attention, but Francois had Leilani’s.

      She dove all the way down to the bottom, her tail flexing powerfully as she raced ahead of the man. Even at full speed on the dock, he couldn’t hope to keep up with a mermaid powered by anger, and Leilani surfaced ahead of him, letting out a shriek of rage as she hurled her father’s trident straight into Captain Francois’s chest. The tines caught him in the ribs, and he jerked backward violently, his body flopping on the sanded wood as he came to a stop.

      “Got you,” she muttered as she fell back into the water where the royal guard caught up with her. She punched at them as they tried to wrestle her into submission, suddenly aware they had failed to contain her. Leilani no longer cared. They could spend all month debating about Captain Francois now, but it wouldn’t change the fact that he was dead and no longer a problem.

      Paradise smoldered, the beach now packed with members of the Order who had fled. The smoke was trapped by the magical barrier surrounding Paradise, which meant it could only blow out to sea along the beach. Ash and burning debris rained down from above, and people started coughing. The humans were moving into the water to get away from the intense heat being generated on the shore. Leilani laughed maniacally as her captors wrestled her to the bottom. If not for her royal status, they probably would have killed her instead.

      CLACK.

      The noise was barely audible over the chaos up above, but Leilani turned her head to look for it. Sound was so fast underwater that it was often hard to figure out which direction it had come from, especially when you were in the shallows. She looked away from the shallows, her eyes scanning the darkness of the depths. With the sun blotted out by smoke, it was only the flames of Paradise that illuminated the shadows now.

      CLACK.

      This time, her captors heard it too. The royal guard turned away from Leilani, gazing out in the same direction she was. Something massive lurked in the depths, a rippling shadow the length of the bay that moved toward them.

      Up on land, the firestorm exploded, temporarily illuminating an army of skeletons. They were hovering in the water in a perfect line, their ranks spreading out behind them. As one, they landed together in the sand, their bones and joints creaking in time with one another.

      CLACK!

      They leaped forward again, the waves propelling them onward as one giant mass. The royal guard let go of Leilani and turned to face this new threat. There were easily hundreds of them, the corpses of those who had perished at sea. Some had been picked clean of their flesh, while others still rotted, surrounded by tiny fish that nibbled at them. They were armed with bladed weapons that passed through the water with ease.

      “Defensive positions!” called out a royal guard captain, and they raised their spears. The merfolk shifted the currents in an attempt to force the skeletons back out to sea, but the undead just hunkered down, sinking their bony fingers into the ground to wedge themselves in place.

      There was a loud splash as several skeletons threw themselves from the Captain’s ship, these ones wielding scimitars and spears. The water became stained with blood as the undead murdered their way through the defensive line, breaking the ranks of the merfolk.

      Leilani swam up and away from the royal guard. Had the Captain’s army gone berserk upon his death? No, that didn’t make sense. It was Francois’s magic that animated them in the first place, which meant…

      Leilani broke the surface of the water and cried out as hot ash hit her in the face. She held her hands over her head to block the worst of it. Other merfolk had surfaced as well, some of them stabbing down at skeletons that leaped up to attack them. Turning her head, she saw a bloodied figure stumbling toward his ship at the edge of the dock, using her trident for support.

      “What in the new moon?” Leilani tried to swim toward the dock, but clawed fingers grabbed her tail and dragged her beneath the waves. It was an undead businessman, his bloated face looking up at her as he tried to yank her down to the bottom where more undead waited. She managed to swat him in the face with her tail and squirm free before heading toward the dock.

      As the merfolk swam toward the shore, a massive, watery barrier was summoned to deflect the heat. The air was already so hot that it hurt to breathe. Leilani pulled herself onto the dock, her tail splitting into legs so she could continue her pursuit.

      “Francois!” she shouted.

      The man stopped and turned in her direction, his features twisted up in anger. Leilani could only stop and stare as the man’s broken arm twisted about, the bones locking back into place. Other than the three bloody holes in his shirt, there was no evidence of the fatal wound she had inflicted.

      However, the man’s hair had turned a dull gray, and his young features were now creased with the wrinkles of age. His eye was no longer swollen shut, but the open lid revealed scar tissue beneath. He lifted the trident and pointed it toward Leilani.

      “You!” he screamed, his remaining eye radiating malevolence. Dark shadows curled around his body, as if clinging to him for warmth. “You cost me nearly four decades!”

      “I don’t…” She watched in horror as Captain Francois threw the trident. It hissed through the air, nearly faster than the eye could follow, only to pass directly over her head.

      “Fuck!” Captain Francois screamed in fury, then turned to leap onto his vessel. Massive clouds boiled out from beneath as it floated away from the dock. He moved to the head of the ship and pointed a finger toward the shore. “I’m coming for you and yours, Caretaker!”

      Leilani turned to look. Skeletons were storming the beach now, attacking anyone alive. The merfolk, who had dragged themselves onto the beach using their arms, attempted to use water magic to push the undead away. Mike stood behind Opal, who casually dismantled anything that came near her. The Caretaker was holding a piece of driftwood and swinging it like a club. He stood over a pair of injured workers, terror engraved on their sun-bronzed faces.

      “Eat my dick, Blackbeard!” He gave the finger to the Captain. Several skeletons were attempting to move around Opal, but Ingrid and some other members of the Order had formed a protective wall around him.

      “Don’t let Francois get away!” called Princess Kailani from the beach. She was bleeding from numerous wounds to her arms. Several merfolk stretched out their hands and summoned massive waves to topple the ship.

      Somehow, at the last moment, the waves simply dissipated, leaving Captain Francois unharmed. His vessel continued into the bay under calm seas. More undead crawled onto the beach, eagerly slashing and stabbing whoever they could get ahold of. The heat from Paradise had become so bad that several of the merfolk summoned a watery dome to protect those above the water from it.

      The survivors on the beach had nowhere to go. With Paradise lost behind them, all they could do was face down the never-ending hordes. As the waters in the bay surged, they revealed hundreds of the creatures, their bony features fixed into permanent grins.

      Leilani felt the dock creaking beneath her. She turned to look back and stared in horror at skeletal limbs that clutched the decking and pulled themselves up. Turning away from them, she ran toward her trident, which was embedded in the beach just past the dock. A dead surfer with one arm took a swing at her, but she ducked underneath his arm and hip checked him back into the water. Once she had her trident, she turned toward the Caretaker.

      “Mike!” Leilani made it to his side. Sweat was pouring down his face, and he was covered in ash. “There are too many of them. What should we do?”

      “That is a very good question.” An odd look crossed his face, and he turned to look over his shoulder. “But I think we’re about to get our answer.”

      The watery barrier parted, and Ratu came through, dragging a man behind her. Lily was next, the succubus wasting no time and leaping down toward the surf to smash herself against the undead. She became a whirling dervish of destruction, dismantling Francois’s army in gory fashion.

      “Caretaker.” There were flames in Ratu’s eyes. “Overwhelming odds?”

      Mike let out a laugh. “Aren’t they always?”

      Ratu gazed at the dead as they continued to storm the beach. The rough waves were churning now, slowing them down. “I assume the merfolk are ineffective due to the Captain’s control of the water?”

      Leilani bit her lip, uncertain of the answer. However, Mike just nodded.

      “He still has a pretty strong connection here. It’s actually coming from his ship. I’m guessing a sea god trumps anything the merfolk could do.”

      “Perhaps.” Ratu looked at Leilani. “Find me those with the strongest control of water, and hurry.”

      Leilani spun in place to survey the beach. She spotted part of her mother’s retinue struggling for survival. When she ran up to help, Ingrid and Wallace followed her. They worked together to dispatch the skeletons attacking the merfolk, then directed the retinue to form up by Mike. Ratu gazed out toward the water, the wind whipping her hair around her like a cloak.

      The princess moved along the beach, condensing the remaining merfolk and Order personnel into one location. This caused the undead to concentrate toward one area, which allowed the Order to mount a proper counterattack with Lily’s help. Once the merfolk were gathered, Ratu turned to address them.

      “The Captain prevents you from pushing them back out to sea.” She surveyed the merfolk with a critical eye. A couple of merfolk tried to argue, but Ratu cut them off. “Don’t tell me I’m wrong, I can see how the mana is manipulated. He has commanded the ocean to push them onto shore. We can use this.”

      “How?” asked Princess Kailani.

      “Add your power to his. Demand the water bring them all here.” Ratu turned to face the undead horde, kicking off her sandals so she could bury her feet in the sand. “And have it do so violently. Those of you maintaining this shield, I need you to push it back toward Paradise to give us more room.”

      Leilani stepped forward and raised her hands toward the water, doing her best to ignore the creatures that scrambled toward them in the sand. She asked the waves to bring her a bounty, to slam it onto the sand that she may gaze on it in wonder. At her side and behind her, she could feel the others doing the same, and watched as the waves churned wildly.

      Beth moved to join Ratu, tiny spheres of water swirling around her. The naga whispered something in the woman’s ear, and the lawyer nodded.

      As the undead were washed onto the shore, the sand beneath them formed into a swirling mass. Jagged volcanic rocks rose from the ground like teeth, and as the undead came forward, they were pulled into the rocky grinder. Ratu held perfectly still, but Leilani could sense the naga sending her magic straight down into the ground.

      The undead were being piled up, coming onto the beach so quickly that they couldn’t even stand. The swirling sands expanded to claim them as well, along with a woman who tripped and fell toward the vortex. She was rescued at the last moment by Lily, who was clinging to one of the massive stones as it moved past. Overhead, a quartet of fairies flew in lazy circles, everyone watching in awe as the undead were crushed and dragged down beneath the earth.

      After nearly ten minutes of this, the bay was emptied of attackers. Whether they had destroyed all the undead or Francois had recalled the rest, it didn’t matter. The merfolk sat down in exhaustion as the waters finally stilled and the natural rhythm of the waves returned.

      Leilani turned toward Mike and smiled, but his eyes were on the people who lay still on the sands around them.

      “Damn,” he muttered, his voice nearly inaudible. When his eyes met hers, he just shook his head. “I’m so⁠—”

      “Don’t.” Leilani pressed a finger against his lip. “The only one who gets to claim this tragedy has already run far from it. Do not take responsibility for the evil of others.”

      He contemplated her silently, then nodded.

      Leilani looked past him at Paradise, the flames now licking at the barrier.

      “We should probably put that out.”

      The merfolk nearest to her turned around to face the burning structure. Without the Captain’s influence, it was far easier to command the waves. A thick mist formed above them, creating a water-laden cloud that rose and passed through the shimmering barrier of water. A water spout appeared in the bay, which fed into the artificial rain cloud. When the rain fell, the runoff was black as midnight as it flowed back onto the sand. Water dripped down from above, soaking all who stood on the beach. The director’s eyes fluttered, but Ratu stood over him imperiously, as if daring him to move.

      Order personnel stood nearby, gazing with uncertainty on their captured leader. Ingrid and her team moved among them, spreading word of his treachery.

      The merfolk whispered quietly as the fires were put out, trying to determine what their next steps were. Leilani found her mother sitting among them, glaring daggers out toward the sea.

      “Mother.” She sat down next to Kailani.

      The princess didn’t respond at first, her eyes glistening with either tears or rain. “Do you think he attacked the colony?” she finally asked with a furrowed brow. “Or was this assault just to ensure his own escape?”

      “Send someone. The fastest swimmer we have.” Leilani rose and pointed at a merwoman she knew was a strong swimmer. “You. The colony needs to know what has transpired here.”

      The mermaid hesitated long enough to make sure Kailani didn’t counter the order, then crawled on her hands into the surf and vanished. A couple others went with her to ensure the message was passed along, their tails splashing briefly before they vanished.

      An uneasy peace settled over the beach as smoke and steam drifted around them. The water barrier had come down, allowing everyone to see the smoldering ruins. A few people from the Order went to examine the rubble in the hopes of finding survivors. Leilani doubted they would be successful.

      Mike moved next to Ratu and slid an arm around her waist. “Are you okay?” he asked.

      Leilani couldn’t help but feel a slight twinge of jealousy.

      Ratu nodded, then tilted her head to lay it on his shoulder. Down on the ground, the director made a gurgling sound in the back of his throat.

      “How dare you,” he hissed. Nearby, a few members of the Order stood at attention as if realizing for the first time that the director was present.

      Mike scowled at the director. “The only words I want to hear out of your mouth are the ones where you call off the attack on my home.”

      A pair of Knights looked nervously at each other, then pulled out their swords. A mage nervously lifted her wand as if to point it at Mike.

      “Don’t.” Ingrid stepped between them and Mike, then looked at the others. “He’s not the bad guy here. We are.”

      The director sat up with an amused look on his face. “I never expected to be bested in a fight,” he admitted, rubbing his jaw. “Luckily for me, I’m not a betting man. You may have been stronger in this moment, Upala…”

      “Ratu,” the naga corrected. She looked at Mike. “It’s Ratu.”

      “It’s what I get to call you.” The Caretaker smiled briefly, as if lost in a memory.

      “But next time, you won’t be so lucky.” The director grinned, his lips stretching abnormally wide. “You should have killed me.”

      “There won’t be a next time, Mohan.” Ratu shook her head. “You may have been running things for the Order, but even they will find fault with your actions. Once I leave this place, you will never see me again. I have a home I can go to, a family I’m a part of. You have nothing. You are nothing.”

      Mohan laughed, an unsettling sound that carried across the beach. “Soon enough, you’ll beg. It’s only a matter of time.”

      “Maybe we should just kill him.” Lily knelt by Mohan, who glared at her. “Or maybe give him to the merfolk.”

      “We…take no issue with the director.” Kailani shook her head. “Our quarrel is currently with Captain Francois. As for our relationship with the Caretaker, I think my people would agree that we are…uncertain.”

      Leilani sighed but couldn’t help but agree with her mother. Captain Francois had attacked them, but it wouldn’t surprise her in the least if he claimed it was self-defense. He was a man with decades of experience manipulating the merfolk from within. For now, she would have to settle for a lack of hostility.

      “Let’s feed him to Di, then.” Lily jabbed at Mohan with a pointed finger. “I’d offer to snap his neck, but imagine that would be difficult.”

      “Very. You may have me at a disadvantage now, but you’ll find that…” Mohan continued to speak, but Leilani felt a chill run up her back and looked away from the director and toward Mike. The Caretaker had gone unnaturally still, his gaze suddenly to the northeast. A heavy presence filled the air, as if lightning was about to strike.

      “What did you do?” Mike’s eyes snapped down toward Mohan.

      The man smirked. “I’m sure you’ll find out soon⁠—”

      Mohan gasped as Mike knelt and seized him by the throat, then roughly lifted him into the air with one hand.

      Ratu’s jaw dropped, and the others nearby all took a step back as the air hissed with magic.

      “WHAT DID YOU DO?” Mike’s voice tore the air, causing others to flinch away. In the ensuing silence, the faint chirping of a cell phone could be heard.

      “I believe that’s for you, Caretaker.” The director pointed at Mike’s pocket, clearly unperturbed by the fact that Mike was clutching his throat.

      Mike pulled out his phone and studied the screen for a second. His eyes narrowed dangerously, and then he dropped the phone onto the sand. The skies above darkened, and Mike Radley screamed.

      The director laughed.

      ---

      Eulalie had looked away from the computer monitor for less than a second when activity at the command center exploded. Dozens of men and women stormed out all at once, creating multiple single-file lines as they sprinted toward the back of the house. The arachne almost knocked her headset off as she positioned the microphone in front of her mouth.

      “They’re coming in hot by the garage,” she practically shouted. Two separate teams were climbing the house using ropes. A third team set up shop away from the house with a pair of mortars. By the time the garage was breached by the first wave, a shell had been launched that struck one of Yuki’s ice walls and exploded.

      “What are they doing?” Eulalie watched in horror as another shell fell toward Naia’s fountain. Amymone’s tree swayed and detonated the shell early. Branches and burning leaves tumbled down into the water. The teams climbing the house were now in position, weapons drawn. By the time Sulyvahn made an appearance out back, they had opened fire.

      “I need someone on those mortars. They’re just below the gardens, and…” Eulalie stared in confusion as the transport trucks started up and drove along the driveway to the command center. “They brought in the transports. Something is up.”

      Another group deployed from the command center. This one was primarily composed of SoS members, and they broke into a sprint toward the greenhouse. They were most of the way there when Cerberus intercepted them. This time, an icy simulacrum of Yuki rode on their back.

      Eulalie scanned all the monitors, suddenly wary. Their last attempt on the fountain had been competent but underwhelming. This felt extremely aggressive, as if⁠—

      The group assaulting Cerberus immediately split up and started kiting the hellhound. Yuki’s clone froze the ground around them, preventing the iron spikes from being driven into the soil. Mortar shells continued to rain down on Naia’s fountain, which was now being surrounded by the SoS. Ice walls were taken down with grenades, and a trio of Knights were strapping the decoy Abella to a dolly to haul her off.

      The arachne shouted out everything she saw, and the house responded. Sulyvahn mounted his horse and swung his head around in circles as he lashed out at their attackers with his whip. The plants all reached out to trip up or strangle those who passed, and Cerberus howled as the SoS peppered her with rounds.

      Eulalie stared at the screen, an itch of an idea wiggling deep into her brain. There was something obvious here, staring her right in the face. The team on the roof was confronted by Cecilia, who snatched a man and tossed him off. The man was saved only by the safety rope he had clipped to his belt, now dangling above the team fighting Cerberus. Down below, the hellhound breathed hot fire in streaks that scorched the ground, narrowly missing her attackers on purpose.

      Decoy. Bullets.

      Those two words spun circles in Eulalie’s head, and she stared hard at the screen as she tried to figure out what her subconscious was telling her. It wasn’t until a man opened fire on Cerberus’s face that the pieces finally fell into place.

      Cerberus was a being from the Underworld, capable of guarding the gates from armies of demons. If anything, her biology was closest to a demon’s. When the SoS had trapped her last time, it had been with a magical sigil mostly attuned to demonic entities. If they knew such a thing could trap a hellhound, then why hadn’t somebody fired one of their enchanted rounds to see if it dismissed her?

      That left two options. The first was they were aware that Cyrus had betrayed them and that the bullets would summon the wrath of the stone lions. If that was true, then Cyrus was likely lost to them, perhaps even killed for his deception. But if that was the case, then this new behavior made no sense, which led her to option number two.

      They were saving those rounds. Why would someone willingly wait to dismiss the hellhound hunting them unless…

      Eulalie gasped. Someone in the SoS had realized the house had taken a nonlethal stance on the attack. In hindsight, anybody who knew Mike would assume this was the case, but then why put on such a big show all of a sudden? Why bomb the fountain and try to bring everyone out at once?

      The Abella statue was hauled away via the garage route. Sulyvahn and Amymone tried to stop them, along with help from another Yuki clone.

      Eulalie felt all the data coalesce in her head and immediately became nauseous. The mercenaries had created a decoy of their own, which meant something big was happening elsewhere. What could it be?

      On the roof, Cecilia disappeared as a man peppered her with salt rounds, then reappeared near one of the turrets. A member of the SoS crouched and held up a device Eulalie hadn’t seen before, which fired a shining net. It wrapped tightly around the banshee, and she cried out in pain as it bit into her skin. Down by the fountain, Sulyvahn stopped and held his head in a manner that allowed him to glance up at the roof. It was during this moment that a sniper round struck him in the temple, causing the dullahan to topple from his horse. More rounds were fired, and Eulalie watched in horror as both Yuki clones shattered at the same time four of her cameras went off.

      “Suly’s down! Cecilia’s been captured, and—” Eulalie caught a flicker of movement in one of the side monitors. The door of the greenhouse was shoved open, and Zel came racing out, her features bloody and her face frantic. She was followed by several centaurs, all of them holding weapons. Immediately, those wielding bows launched arrows at nearby attackers.

      Zel screamed so loud that her voice was picked up by multiple microphones.

      “CALLISTO! CALLISTO!” Zel took another deep breath and turned her head. “GRACE!”

      Eulalie felt the world drop out from beneath her. She stared hard into the monitors, her fingers trembling just above the keys.

      “They’ve taken the children,” she said, the words tumbling free from numb lips. “Lethal force authorized.”

      For several seconds, nobody spoke. The comms were silent as everybody processed this information. There was an eerie burst of static, followed by a single sentence.

      “Playtime’s over,” said Jenny.

      Out in the front yard, the Jabberwock lifted its head free of the garden, roots stretching and dirt falling free as it launched itself at the command center. The windows on the second floor opened, and a collection of dolls levitated outward like drones, all of them moving toward the mercenaries with arms outstretched as if they wanted hugs.

      Down below, the front door opened, and Yuki ran out with Dana right behind her, the zombie carrying a backpack. They were followed by Sofia, who sprinted madly toward the street with none other than Tink on her back.

      “Where are they?” asked Yuki, her voice somehow calm. “Do you see them on the screen?”

      “I, um…”

      Eulalie looked back and forth between the monitors. The Jabberwock had crawled across the top of the command center to crash into the first transport vehicle parked behind it. The massive homunculus was busy tearing the roof off to look inside. Cerberus had pinned down a group of mages by the house using dual streams of fire that had slowly come together. The hellhound now blew flames so hot that the ground glassed over with ash, consuming the magic wielders and leaving nothing behind. Amymone’s tree actively snatched up mercenaries, the vines forming into nooses that strangled them.

      And then there was Naia. The nymph made an appearance, but the camera had trouble focusing on her. Her eyes glowed with golden light as she pointed at the men near her fountain. With a curled finger, she ripped all the water from their bodies, leaving desiccated corpses behind.

      “I…I…I…” Eulalie looked at the greenhouse monitor. How had they gotten to the centaurs? It didn’t make sense; even if they had gotten in, it would have taken them a while to get down to the village and…

      “Fuck!” The arachne rewound the footage back to the earlier assault. Somebody had gone into the greenhouse during the first attack, a man that didn’t show up again when they had retreated. She scrolled forward through the footage, moving back and forth in an attempt to figure out what had happened next. It wasn’t until the fifth viewing of the current assault that she spotted an older woman in the center of the SoS as they neared the greenhouse. When she drew close, she simply vanished from sight, likely an invisibility spell of some kind.

      Illusions, by nature, weren’t malevolent. Much like the protective shields cast by the mages, it wouldn’t have triggered the home’s defenses. The earlier assault had been a feint, an attempt to learn more about the enemy, or so Eulalie had thought. In truth, it had been one massive decoy in order to get a single person in position to take the children.

      “I’m coming out,” she said, stepping out of her web hammock.

      “Don’t.” Yuki’s voice was the epitome of frost. “We need your eyes right now. Figure out where they went.”

      Eulalie bit back a harsh retort and scrolled through the footage yet again.

      Out in the yard, the Jabberwock was now dispatching the mortars, tossing the men who manned them into the air and swallowing them whole. Yuki and Dana were near the command center but then parted ways. Dana took off her backpack and threw it into the command center, while Yuki headed for the street. The people up on the roof opened fire on both of them, but Abella slipped free from her hiding spot and let out a blast of heartfire. The men undid their safety ropes and fled from the flames, and the heat melted Cecilia’s net. The banshee charged forward and shoved two men off the roof before vanishing from sight.

      The front door opened again, and Asterion emerged. He broke into a sprint as one of the transport vehicles tried to pull away. The vehicle was steering around the Jabberwock’s tail when the Minotaur leaped onto the hood. With a howl, Asterion slammed his ax through the windshield.

      “Where are they? Where are they?” Eulalie kept going through the footage, trying to find some evidence of invisible passage. Then she slapped her forehead in frustration when she remembered the thermal cameras. She changed the filters on the footage and saw them this time. The witch approached the greenhouse and waited a few seconds before another person emerged with a small figure slung over one shoulder. Behind them, Callisto was pulled out, his neck and waist on a leash. Invisible to the human eye, the four of them bypassed the yard completely and moved to the stone wall that surrounded the property. Dark shadows emerged from the woman that lifted the four of them over and away.

      “Shit, shit!” Eulalie scrambled through her other cameras, hoping to figure out where they had gone. On the main bank of monitors, several mercenaries noticed the ominous dolls that chased their compatriots. These men immediately switched to their pistols and joined the fray, opening fire on the toys. Fiery white rounds that blazed with rainbow light emerged from the barrels of their guns, which in turn tore some of the dolls apart.

      At the entrance to the property, the lions blazed to life. Surrounded in hot golden flames, they charged into the ranks of the SoS and tore through them like tissue paper. The remaining members of the Order were in a full panic now, some of them using attack spells of their own. The lions danced around the yard, targeting hostile magic users and anyone who shot at them. Several people sprinted madly for safety, their resolve finally broken.

      “Eulalie.” Dana’s voice had a tense edge to it. “The command center is down. The kids aren’t in here.”

      “They went over the wall on the south side of the greenhouse,” Eulalie replied as she pulled up some different feeds. She had installed a few cameras around the neighborhood and scrolled through the footage in the hopes of spotting them. A dark van pulled out of the driveway of the next-door neighbor’s house. The witch and a man in sunglasses were in the front seat. “They left the property already.”

      “Good.” Jenny sounded like she was speaking through a tube filled with razor blades. Eulalie looked at the monitor and saw that the doll was hovering in the front yard, held in place by shadowy legs. Anyone who came within twenty feet of her had their heads rapidly spun 180 degrees. “We don’t have to be careful anymore.”

      Men and women were flash frozen along the front yard as Yuki dashed between them, the kitsune already headed for the street. Cerberus howled and sent a blaze of fire out that consumed a group of men who opened fire on Yuki. Eulalie’s fingers danced along her keyboard as she opened up all the nearby traffic cameras.

      “C’mon, c’mon,” she muttered, then winced at the crack of a sniper rifle in her ear. It was followed immediately by a few more. On the main screens, several different people dropped dead on the yard. “Who is doing that?” she asked.

      “Tink is,” replied Sofia. “She’s got the goggles on. Other snipers are down, by the way.”

      In the background of the comms, Eulalie could make out the sound of someone sniffling. The sound briefly halted right before another shot was fired.

      “Kill them all,” whispered Tink through the headset. “Tink kill everyone. Burn whole world down!” The rifle fired again, and a mage by the front of the house dropped.

      “Leave some alive,” said Dana. “We need to know where they took the kids, and the people in the command center won’t be talking. Eulalie, any leads?”

      “Not yet, I…” Eulalie stared helplessly at the cameras. She was able to monitor the van as it left the city, but it had vanished from sight before making the highway. The arachne opened a city map and tried to guess where they may have gone, then groaned when she realized there was a good chance they had been taken to the same place Cyrus had.

      “I need someone to go get Uncle Foot,” she said. “Don’t tell him what happened yet. Bring him directly to me.”

      “Any reason?” asked Dana.

      “Because I need him to follow my plan instead of storming off in a rage.” The arachne had no gods to pray to. For just a moment, Eulalie kind of wished they did. “If you just tell him the kids are missing, he’s gonna rip someone’s head off.”

      “I’m on it.” Reggie’s voice crackled. “I’ll bring him right to you at the Library.”

      “Thank you, Reggie.” Eulalie stared at the last image of the van, her fingers hovering over the keyboard. She took a deep breath, then another one. As she closed her eyes, all she could see was her sister’s face.

      “The arachne are characterized by cold logic in the face of adversity,” she whispered, her fingers pressing into the desk so hard that the wood splintered. The words were from an old Order report she had found. “They have no emotional attachments, other than the desire to feed and then breed.”

      Her hearts were racing as she opened her eyes and took another calming breath. “I am a variant,” she said, staring hard at the screen. “I have emotional attachments and lack the desire to breed. But I’m smart. Everyone always says how smart I am.” She looked down at the slivers piled up beneath her nails. Maybe if she was a true arachne, this would be easier. “Focus on the solution, not the emotions. I need to be cold, colder than ice.”

      Trembling, she pulled up Cyrus’s last known location. It had taken him over an hour to get there, which meant there was still time. She needed to put together a team, someone to intercept the van if possible. Turning her microphone back on, she spoke.

      “I need Yuki, Death, and Dana. Has anyone contacted Mike?”

      There was silence for several seconds before Dana spoke. “I just let him know,” she said. “We need to get him home, right now.”

      “I’m already on it,” said Eulalie as she sent Mike an address along with a door code. The rats had already let her know that the portal to Paradise had collapsed in on itself. Ever the meticulous planner, Eulalie had rented an Airbnb just down the road from Paradise as a backup and would have the rats start chewing a portal there now. Taking a deep breath, she sat back in her chair and stared at the monitors. Now it was time for the worst part of all.

      Waiting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE COMPANY MAN

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Cyrus walked the long halls of the underground installation, his hands tucked into his pockets as he moved with the grace of a man his age. Maybe it was the lingering dampness, an old back injury, or the weight of the world on his shoulders that had him moving at a snail’s pace. He had only been at the secret base for a few hours but was already well aware that some of the others referred to him in hushed tones as the Fossil.

      That was fine. They could call him whatever they liked. Right now, in this moment, nothing about himself actually mattered. He had received word nearly an hour ago that two assets had been seized and were on their way. In his hands was a file folder with a picture of Callisto Radley, taken at a park near the house. The boy was actually a centaur who had been taken from his tribe, which had been hidden away in the magical greenhouse.

      The other asset was a young child who had been with him in the centaur village. Nobody knew her name or if she was even important to Mike, but that hadn’t mattered. Darius had somehow led an assault on the centaurs by himself that had yielded rewards and created more than a few questions in Cyrus’s mind.

      Every moment up to this point no longer mattered. Cyrus continued his exploration in slow motion, hoping to come up with a plan. The ventilation system was far too small for even a child to squeeze through and monitored by a laser grid. This whole facility had been designed once upon a time by someone else for the capture of the cryptids in Mike Radley’s home, and no expense had been spared.

      The hallway he traveled now was like a tomb, eerily devoid of sound. He stopped every so often to lean against the wall as if to stretch. In reality, he was probing the walls with his magic, an old trick he had learned from a mentor long ago. What had his name been?

      “Fredericks,” Cyrus muttered, pulling at that thread. “Master Fredericks, during my field studies. Short man, black hair, had a scar from a vampire on his left cheek…no, wait, that was Brother Blake. He was there for the field study, which was taught by Master Fenton, not Fredericks. Fredericks was the name of…someone. Hmm.” He let his fingers linger on the wall, the mana penetrating about six feet deep with no results. Cyrus had a last name once, but he couldn’t remember it. Back when he was a child, the Order had told him last names were better off forgotten. That way, no being could gain power over them by using their true name.

      He wondered what his last name had been. It started with an E…right? It felt strange to have forgotten something so important, but he had been young when the Order had scooped him up from the orphanage. Getting three square meals a day and being able to sleep through the night was a far better deal than waiting to starve to death in a Russian gulag. What sort of life would he have led if he had somehow managed to survive?

      In all honesty, he probably would have died. Many from his hometown had simply ceased to exist. That was what happened when you were poor and unimportant. It was like everything about you was simply folded up on a piece of paper and tossed into a fire.

      In the grand scheme of things, that had actually happened the moment Cyrus had joined the Order. Sure, people knew him or of him, but he would eventually become little more than a name in stories others told. It wouldn’t be the same as being remembered. For decades, he had held on to the belief that he was part of a giant family, one that looked out for one another. Thirty years ago, this was probably true. He fondly remembered the names and faces of so many men and women who had come before him, of listening to their tales with eager ears and lots of questions.

      Maybe it had been a family back then, but not anymore. The winds of change had carried away fertile soil, leaving behind only sand. That was the problem with growing older than everyone else. You got to be alone with nothing but memories in the end.

      He sighed and rubbed at the bridge of his nose. His sinuses were a mess, and they didn’t make the headache that had formed any better. A dull thud had appeared between his eyes, and it almost felt like he could hear it echoing off the walls.

      “Cyrus?”

      He turned to see Sister Laurel standing behind him, her chin lifted slightly as she regarded him with open disdain.

      “That’s Master Cyrus,” he said.

      “Not anymore,” she replied. “Last I checked, protocol dictates proper titles are to be used with⁠—”

      “Oh, please. Don’t quote your protocols at me.”

      Laurel regarded him coolly. “Any active members or former members who are in good standing,” she continued. “And as far as I can tell, you abandoned the current mission to take a job with the SoS. Until I hear otherwise from the director, I consider you to be in poor standing.”

      “Then let’s talk to him.” Cyrus almost smiled at the idea of learning how to get a message out. “Right now, if we could.”

      “Radio silence for the next seventy-two hours is mandatory. I don’t care how much the Sons are paying you, I refuse to call you Master anymore. This may just be a job to you, but my job is a calling for me.”

      Cyrus snorted. “I used to feel the same way. All it took to dissuade me of my own importance was a simple fall from grace. You are never more than one bad situation away from becoming an outsider. If the director had seen what a mess you were only yesterday, you’d already be out the door. I seriously doubt he would have agreed to transfer you here.”

      “It’s okay to admit you need help.” Laurel sniffed. “While those moments weren’t my finest, I own them. As for my presence here, you have Darius himself to thank. He specifically requested me and my team.”

      “What do you want, Laurel?” Cyrus watched in satisfaction as the young woman’s nostrils flared.

      “I was sent to inform you that the assets are nearly here. They want you upstairs in the next ten minutes to prep for prisoner transfer.”

      “They’re children, Laurel. Hostages might be a better word for them, don’t you think?”

      Laurel actually gazed at him sadly. “You’ve lost your edge,” she said. “Nothing about that family is harmless, even if they are children. Do you know how many good men and women we probably lost today? I’ve heard rumors that it’s devastatingly bad.”

      Cyrus almost snapped and told Laurel that the number was zero, because no good person would attempt to harm someone through their own children, but kept it to himself. He needed everyone’s trust for now, and it wouldn’t surprise him if Laurel was somehow attempting to make him look incompetent in this job too.

      “What rumors?” he asked as he moved past Laurel and back toward the main facility.

      “Not a whole lot,” she said. “They were monitoring comms upstairs, listening only. Heard talk about dragons, an actual hellhound, and that doll appeared. But nothing for a while now. They fear that everyone involved has been terminated.”

      “Damn.” Cyrus licked his lips, then cleared his throat. He was afraid to ask but had to know. “Did we, uh, get any of them in the process?”

      “Not sure yet.” Laurel sped up to walk just a little bit in front of him. “Hopefully we killed someone. It’s never right when we lose one of ours and they don’t.”

      Us versus them. Cyrus took a deep breath in through his nose and studied the ceiling for a moment. Such a simple ideology, summed up in three words.

      “Well, hopefully we hear something soon.” Laurel walked away, her footsteps echoing. Cyrus frowned, knowing full well that the woman knew how to move without making any sounds. The act reminded him of another drama queen he knew. “Also, I’m supposed to ask you if we should separate the assets.”

      There it was. A simple question, the trap suddenly laid bare. Cyrus was overseeing this part of the operation, true, but only a completely miserable asshole would separate two children. This was Laurel’s way of testing to see if he was still with us, or if he had somehow sided with them.

      “Of course we’re going to separate them.” He tsked at her. “The boy’s file says he’s a centaur, but what about the girl?”

      “Unknown. Human, we assume. It sounds like she came quietly.”

      “We have that cell for the succubus. Go ahead and toss the girl in there, and we can put the boy next to her in the banshee’s cell. That way, if we’re dealing with the demon, we won’t fall for it later.” Cyrus secretly hoped the girl was Lily. The Enochian seal was almost identical to the one he had tried to trap her in once upon a time, and she had escaped that with little difficulty.

      “Hmm.” Laurel almost sounded disappointed. “Why next to each other?”

      “They’re still children. Well, one of them is, anyway.” Cyrus cleared his throat. “If they were found together, it will probably be easier to ask them questions by threatening to torture the other. Those cells are separated by reinforced glass capable of stopping bullets and safely housing any animal on the planet. But that also means they can see each other. We’ll identify the weak link and make them talk.”

      “Ruthless. Didn’t know you had it in you.”

      “You should watch me clipping coupons,” he said. Cyrus heard Laurel bite back a laugh and tried not to roll his eyes. He had never hated the back of somebody’s head so much. If the little girl really was Lily, maybe he’d have her snack on Laurel before they headed out.

      No, that was a thought too far. Now he was grumpy with himself for even thinking it. When was the last time he had gotten enough sleep? Maybe that was the problem.

      The thought made him chuckle. Laurel looked back at him in confusion, but he ignored her. He no longer cared what she thought, or anyone else in this place, for that matter. With every step, he forged another band of iron from his will and wrapped it tightly around his heart.

      He returned to the main bay with Laurel, taking a small detour on the way to use the bathroom. While in the privacy of his stall, he went through the contents of his pockets, triple-checking the magic and items at his disposal. Now that he stood waiting for Callisto Radley to arrive, he looked around the bay as if it was a giant chess set. What moves could he make, and in what order, to ensure the survival of himself and the children?

      The members of the Order who were working there were his biggest problem right now. The Sons of Sin were weak against magical attacks, which was a defensive gap that the Order’s mages filled quite nicely. Cyrus would need more than just the element of surprise to break the kids out. As for the children, the boy was a centaur. He was capable of running, but where to? And what about the girl?

      As he stared hard at the door, his eyes slid to the mechanism that opened it. The device was a massive set of gears with a locking mechanism made up of separate pins. He had two ways he could open it with magical brute force, a possible third if he could get his hands on a rocket-propelled grenade, or RPG, or maybe he could access the control room and simply open it with the press of a button.

      He studied the various forces that had been gathered. At least six different SoS teams were in rotation on the door itself, which seemed like overkill. With two Order teams, there were nearly fifty people on this door at all times. This was the real reason the facility felt empty. It had been explained to him that the whole compound was capable of being run by roughly ten people, but that hinged largely on not needing to worry about a defensive force.

      The comms inside the base were all hardwired to prevent detection from the outside. They consisted largely of intercom systems that could easily be shorted with the lightning rod he carried. If he could activate the fire suppression system, that would provide more than ample confusion. He could get the doors open and make a break for it, no problem.

      Well, it wouldn’t be as long as he could figure out how to dodge bullets while towing two children by this afternoon. Even with the magical amulet in his pocket, he could only take a few direct hits. That also depended on the caliber of the bullet. When the bay door opened, he flinched at the sudden sound of turning gears.

      “Jumpy?” asked Laurel with a smirk. She was definitely enjoying his discomfort.

      Had Cyrus ever been this disrespectful to another mage? What if he set her on fire, just a little? Then again, the woman had already suffered a small mental breakdown this week. When people were pressed against the wall and forced to endure difficult circumstances, who they really were inside tended to leak out.

      “What was that?” Cyrus pretended to unclog his ear with a finger.

      “Nothing.” Laurel turned her eyes forward and stood at attention. When the doors parted, a black van pulled through the narrow gap. The gears immediately reversed course, the doors sliding shut with a clomping sound that made the old mage’s ears pop. When the vehicle came to a halt, an SoS team surrounded it, guns drawn. Darius himself stepped out from behind the driver’s seat, his sunglasses still on despite being indoors.

      Elizabeth, the witch, got out of the passenger side, took a moment to smooth down her dress, then moved to the side doors. “We need these two alive,” she said, addressing the men in the room. “Or the boy, anyway. We’re not sure yet about the girl.”

      “Wait.” Cyrus stepped forward, a hand outstretched. “If I may?”

      Elizabeth stared at him in curiosity, her dark eyes glittering beneath the halogen lights. “May you what?”

      “You’re the ones who abducted them. They all have guns. Kids take a certain level of…deception.” He patted himself on the chest. “Good cop, bad cop. I understand you want to pump these kids for information while they’re here, and I’ll squeeze every drop out of them as the friendly, grandfather type. If we need a heavy hand, Laurel is already a bitch.”

      Laurel squeaked in protest, but Cyrus ignored her. He looked deep into Elizabeth’s eyes, trying to implore her to see things his way through body language alone.

      “Anyway, it was just a thought,” he said. “This whole thing is your show, one hundred percent. But you did contract with me specifically to care for whatever prisoners you brought in. I didn’t expect kids, but we’ve already made small alterations to their arrangements to maximize containment and intelligence-gathering efforts. I remember that you have a daughter, I saw it in the file. Hopefully you remember that a little bit of kindness goes way further with children than anything else.”

      Darius threw an odd look in Elizabeth’s direction, as if curious to hear the witch’s response.

      “A sound decision,” she said as she moved away from the door and gestured toward it. “Though, child-rearing is a bit different these days.”

      “Kids are always kids,” Cyrus said as he put his hand on the door. From inside, he heard a bit of shuffling, followed by an odd snapping sound. When he opened the sliding door, it was to reveal a van bereft of seating. On the floor, a centaur boy sat awkwardly, clutching the hand of a little girl. She hissed at Cyrus, baring her teeth. “Hey there.”

      Callisto narrowed his eyes at Cyrus, then looked past him at the armed men. “We want to go home.”

      “I know you do. And you know what? I’m going to do everything in my power to help you do that. My name is Cyrus.” He extended a hand in greeting, the sleeve sliding up to reveal the bracelet Dana had given him. It was a long shot, but the way Callisto’s eyes flicked toward it and then widened revealed the gamble was a success.

      The little girl lunged forward and tried to take a bite out of his hand.

      “Grace, no!” Callisto pulled his sister back and whispered something in her ear. She stared unblinkingly at Cyrus, her face somehow extremely familiar. Had he seen her around the house before? Her bangs hung across the front of her face, concealing her eyes.

      “It’s okay. I know she’s scared. We can shake hands later, man to man.” Cyrus took a step back and gestured at the mercenaries. “So these people here are the bad guys. But you knew that, right?”

      Callisto snorted, clutching Grace. “They’re assholes,” he said. One of the mercenaries actually snickered.

      “Yep, that’s right. But these assholes are in charge. Now, if you and your friend here will cooperate, they’ll let me take you to the special rooms we have set aside for you. But if you don’t, there’s a very bad lady over there who will probably hurt you if you disobey.” He pointed at Laurel now, whose cheeks had turned red.

      Callisto stared hard at Laurel in a defiant way exclusive to children. “Jenny says hi.”

      Laurel’s hand actually moved toward her wand, but she restrained herself. Cyrus moved to block Callisto’s view and shook his head.

      “Now, that wasn’t very nice,” he said, then held a hand to his mouth and stage-whispered. “But it was pretty funny.”

      The centaur shook his head. “We’ll come. My sister might need help. Her legs are, um, weak.”

      Cyrus winced at the word sister, but the cat was out of the bag now. “I’ll carry her if she lets me.” He held out a hand for Grace, who gave Callisto a dirty look as she was pushed into the old man’s arms. She was surprisingly light, but Cyrus still had to fight the ruffles of her dress. While she was shifting about, he noticed the green slap bracelet on her wrist.

      “What a pretty bracelet,” he said. “Did your mommy give it to you?”

      Grace didn’t answer. Instead, she stared through a blanket of hair into his eyes with an intensity that actually made him sweat a little. Where had he seen those eyes before?

      Callisto grunted as he slid his equine bulk across the van and allowed Cyrus to help him out with a free hand. He stumbled a couple of times, causing more than one mercenary to raise their weapon. The centaur looked back at them, head high and shoulders thrown back.

      Cyrus felt something at his side and looked down to see that Callisto’s hand was brushing against his coat. The old man shifted Grace, allowing him to take Callisto’s hand in his own.

      “If you’ll excuse us, we’re going to head down to our rooms now.” Cyrus squeezed Callisto’s hand. “Let’s give them a chance to settle for a while, and then there will be time for questions.”

      Laurel opened her mouth to say something, but Grace hissed at her. Behind the mage, Elizabeth smirked, her head cocked to one side with her hands on her waist. She looked rather pleased with herself. Darius, however, looked like he was going to be ill. His skin had taken on a sallow cast. The man had seemed fine this morning. What had changed?

      Laurel and her people left with Cyrus, staying back about twenty feet. When they got to the elevator, Cyrus cleared his throat and turned to face them.

      “There’s not a lot of room in here,” he said, though the elevator was meant for cargo. “Perhaps you could take the stairs, or get it next time.”

      “We’re supposed to⁠—”

      “That’s an order, Laurel.” Cyrus grinned. “If you disapprove, you should go tell on me and hope you get promoted.”

      The door slid open, and Cyrus stepped inside. When he looked back, he saw that Laurel was apparently capable of turning a brilliant shade of crimson.

      “Stairs would probably be best,” he said. “If you run, you can make sure I didn’t get ambushed by a pair of children.”

      When the door closed, he wiped the smile off his face and let go of Callisto’s hand. “I have an itch is all,” he said as he scratched his chin, then pulled a ring from his breast pocket. It slid neatly onto his pinky finger, and then he took the centaur’s hand again. When he spoke, he did so while looking down. “We don’t have long. This ring will keep our conversation from being picked up by the microphone.”

      “It will?” Callisto looked up at Cyrus, then noticed how his head was positioned and mimicked him. “Okay.”

      “I need you to know I meant every word I said before.” Cyrus wasn’t certain how much to tell the kids, but they needed to know how bad the situation was. “They’re planning to hold you here forever, no matter what you tell them. They want to blackmail your dad.”

      “I figured.” Callisto grunted. “Aunt Tink explained it to me a couple of days ago.”

      “How did they capture you?” Cyrus looked over at the centaur. “Weren’t you hidden by the house?”

      “It was that man with the sunglasses.” Callisto shivered. “He attacked the village with magical fire and a bunch of demons he summoned.”

      “Demons?” This was an interesting development. To Cyrus’s knowledge, nobody in the SoS was any sort of spellcaster, much less a summoner. Was this some sort of massive secret they kept, or was there something else going on?

      “Yeah, I think a lot of people got hurt, maybe even…” Callisto trailed off. “When they found me, I tried to get Grace to run away and hide, but she refused.”

      “Why?” Cyrus noticed the little girl had quite the grip.

      “Because my dad told us to take care of each other.” Callisto sniffed. “I wish she had just gone.”

      “She doesn’t seem to talk much.”

      The centaur shook his head. “She can’t talk yet.”

      “I don’t suppose she’s a half-breed like you?” Cyrus raised an eyebrow. “Depending on what she is, it might help us figure out how to escape.”

      “I’m really not supposed to say, but everyone will figure it out soon enough. She’s a—” Callisto snapped his mouth shut as the doors to the elevator slid open. Cyrus hadn’t even noticed they had arrived in the detention area already. Some guards were waiting for them, weapons slung across their fronts. Cyrus pulled his pinky out of the ring and stepped forward with the children.

      “Good afternoon,” he said, being sure to make deliberate eye contact with everyone. “These will be our guests, if you know what I mean. Are their rooms ready?”

      Some of the guards exchanged looks but didn’t bother questioning why the old mage sounded so cheery.

      “They are.” One of the guards tilted his head down the hallway. “All nice and warm.”

      “Great. This way, children.” They moved down the hallway to where the cells were set up. Callisto stopped outside the cell made for him, his eyes now shimmering with tears.

      “I want to go home,” he said.

      “I know. But look, this place isn’t all that bad.” Cyrus walked in with both kids and gestured. “Plenty of room to stretch.”

      “For a human. There isn’t even a bed.”

      “I’ll see about getting you one.” Cyrus gestured toward the corner. “This room was originally built for a banshee, so there aren’t any restraints. Why don’t you have a seat and I’ll see about getting you something to eat.”

      Callisto said nothing but now had a look of doubt in his eyes, as if he suspected Cyrus had tricked him. Uncertain how to secretly reassure the boy, he stepped away, taking Grace with him.

      “As for you, this room is yours.” Cyrus walked just down the hall to the open doorway that awaited. A pair of guards had already closed and locked Callisto’s door and were headed toward Cyrus.

      At the entry to the room, Grace let go of Cyrus and snatched the rim of the door with her fingertip, effectively halting any forward movement. Cyrus tried to push forward, but the child was impossibly strong, somehow capable of resisting him.

      “Please,” he whispered. “I need you to trust me.”

      Grace hissed in his ear, the sound like nails on a chalkboard, causing all the hair on his neck to stand on end. Cyrus grunted and pushed some more, which caused Grace’s fingers to slip.

      “Don’t be like this,” he begged, noticing that the guards had taken notice of his struggles. “Please, we need to⁠—”

      Grace’s fingers slipped, and both of them tumbled forward into the room. Cyrus lost his balance and fell, stumbling at the last second as Grace fell free of him. He took a knee and groaned as several old injuries dropped by to check in on him.

      “Sir?” One of the guards now stood right behind him.

      “I’m fine,” Cyrus said, waving the man back. “I just tripped. It’s fine.”

      The guard backed out of the door and took up his post. Cyrus rubbed the bridge of his nose and sighed. When he looked up, he saw that Grace was watching him, her eyes never blinking. The hair on her forehead had fallen back, revealing a series of obsidian orbs that contemplated him silently. He could see his own stunned reflection in each of them.

      His heart jackhammered in his chest as he let his gaze drop to where the dark folds of her dress had ridden up to reveal a pair of human legs and no more. Letting out a sigh of relief, he shifted back as Grace grabbed the slap bracelet on her wrist and gave it a tug.

      The bracelet slid free. Like a magic trick, her legs shifted forward and several more appeared, all of them glossy and dark. The little girl pulled her legs in to cover them with her skirt, effectively hiding her nature from view, yet she never broke eye contact with Cyrus. Grace pulled her bangs forward to hide her arachnid eyes from view, her gaze almost accusatory.

      Cyrus struggled for air as he felt the light brush of thousands of legs reach across the decades to crawl once more across his body, hundreds of mouths biting and tearing at his flesh. Pulse racing, Cyrus bit back a scream as he rose to his feet and stumbled out of the cell.

      ---

      There was the stench of blood and fear in the air as Mike stepped out of what was left of Death’s teahouse. The remains had been cobbled together for a portal, but that was about it. The mood was somber as everyone came through quietly.

      Everyone except Mohan. Lily threw the man through headfirst, where he collided with a stone statue that looked sort of like Abella. The others were already waiting for them, standing around the fountain with bleak looks on their faces. Mike noticed almost none of them made eye contact with him, pointedly looking away in shame. Hanging from Amymone’s tree were several men and women, all of them bound with spider silk and trying to call for help.

      “Who are they?” he asked, gesturing toward the tree. His hands still shook from the surge of power that had almost claimed him on the beach. In the back of his mind, there had been the tiniest whisper that wanted to know if it was possible to snap a naga’s neck single-handedly. It had taken everything in Mike’s power just to cast Mohan to the ground to avoid finding out the answer. Though he knew that was the right decision, a large part of him still wished he had tried.

      Eulalie hopped down from the tree, her features stricken. “Order and Sons of Sin we captured,” she said. “We couldn’t catch them all. We thought maybe Lily could take a look inside their heads and see where the kids were taken.”

      From his place on the ground, Mohan chuckled. Lily grabbed and lifted him by his feet with her tail, letting him hang upside down. It was probably just an accident that he banged his head on a nearby rock twice in a row.

      “It won’t work,” he said smugly. “The only people who knew about the location are already there. Your children are gone, Caretaker, maybe forever. Now, I suppose I could ask Darius very nicely to return them, but that would require⁠—”

      Lily dunked him in Naia’s fountain and let go. Mohan sputtered in rage and tried to stand but froze as if held in place. His eyes lit from within as he attempted to rise but couldn’t. Naia emerged from the water, her once soothing gaze now like ice.

      “Do you know where they are?” she asked.

      “He doesn’t,” replied Lily. “I already did a deep dive in his head, which took me longer than usual. The guy is a pretty big asshole, which means I had to dig through a lot of shit to find what I wanted. After that, he let me watch how they set the whole thing up. Darius actually suggested he find a secret location to hold them.”

      “And he targeted the kids deliberately?” Naia’s eyes flashed gold.

      “Sort of. He wanted to take some grown-ups, but Darius was extremely confident they could get Callisto.” The succubus knelt by the edge of the fountain. “He agreed because he thought it would hurt Romeo the most.”

      “So what next?” asked Mohan with a grin. “Do you plan on holding me here forever?”

      “What do you say, Romeo? Is there something in the Vault we could feed him to?” Lily’s tail whipped back and forth. “Or maybe Naia could drown him.”

      Abella slammed a fist into her palm. “I have some ideas,” she said.

      Mike looked past all of them, his eyes on Zel. The centaur stood with her head high and shoulders back. It was clear she had cried so hard that most of the blood vessels in her eyes had already burst.

      He walked toward her, then stopped at arm’s length. From there, he could see the way her lips quivered as if she was struggling to hold the universe together and might fail at any moment.

      “What does centaur law say?” he asked quietly. “If anybody has a claim on him, it’s you and your people. I understand he attacked the village?”

      “People died,” she said in a whisper. “We weren’t expecting it.”

      “Centaurs, not people,” Mohan corrected. “I can hear you all perfectly clear, by the way. Don’t bother lowering your⁠—”

      The water devoured him, pulling him underneath. The seconds ticked away as he fought to get free but couldn’t return to the surface. The members of the house watched in silence as the man slowly drowned, desperately summoning bubbles of air to breathe.

      “Let him out,” said Mike. “But keep holding him.”

      Mohan broke the surface of the water and let out a gurgling laugh.

      “I see how it is, Caretaker! Not man enough to do it on your own, are you?”

      Mike knelt at the fountain’s edge. “So if we ask real nicely, you’ll help me get my children back?”

      Mohan smirked. “No. Asking nicely won’t do it. I want her.” He pointed at Ratu. “I want her word that she’ll return with me and fulfill the pledge she made to stand by my side so many years ago.”

      Ratu looked at Mike with more than a little fear in her eyes. He realized at that moment that she would rather die than go with Mohan. However, if he asked her to go, she would do it just to help him.

      “She doesn’t belong to you,” he said as he stood. “And she never will.”

      “Then you should probably just kill me,” Mohan said, pulling dramatically at the collar of his shirt to reveal his chest. “Because I intend to come back for her, Caretaker. No matter how many times it takes, she will be mine again.”

      There were many things Mike wanted to say. He wanted to explain that he wasn’t a killer, that his power might evolve in dangerous ways if used in anger rather than self-defense. That there were so many better ways to work through problems than to trade lives like pieces on a chessboard.

      But in a way, Mohan was right. The naga had hurt his family gravely and would only do so again. Thinking of the many people who had just died on his lawn and at Paradise, he took a deep breath and held it for ten seconds before letting it out.

      “I won’t kill you,” he said, then looked at Zel. “Your actions hurt her people. Therefore, I leave your fate to her.”

      Mohan’s laughter bordered on hysteria.

      “Centaurs? You’re handing me over to horses?” The director rolled his eyes. “What are they going to do, put me in stocks? Tie ropes around me and try to pull me apart? Even if I sat back and allowed them to harm me, they couldn’t. They are an inferior species, just like mankind.”

      “Maybe I’ll stuff Dragon’s Breath up your ass.” Zel already had a vial of the stuff in her hand. “Smack it with a paddle to break it until you pull out your own intestines.”

      “And there you have it, Caretaker. Childish threats. I ate molten rock as a child. Do you really think Dragon’s Breath will have any effect on me?” Mohan laughed again. “Okay, then, centaur, I accept your punishment.”

      “Not so fast.” The voice that spoke was both old and young, filled with the forbidden promises of springtime. In the span of a moment, flowers bloomed across the surface of Naia’s fountain, trickling down the edges and onto the ground. The scorched earth surrounding the backyard erupted as blades of grass broke through it, reaching toward the golden figure that had appeared as if she were the sun. “I would make a claim on this one.”

      “Your Majesty?” Mike stared in disbelief at the queen of the fae. She was wearing a crimson gown with a dark crown of obsidian on her head. Remembering his fae manners, he knelt his head in reverence. “You honor us with your presence.”

      “I am not here for you, Caretaker.” Titania’s golden eyes blazed as she studied him for several long moments. “Before you make any decision regarding this man’s fate, I have a claim of my own to make.”

      “Then speak, Queen of the Fae.” Mike threw a warning look at Lily and was relieved to see that the succubus had not only moved away from her but had taken on the guise of a child and was hiding behind Asterion to avoid notice. “We find ourselves in the middle of a difficult situation but are willing to offer you simple fare should you desire it.”

      “I won’t be here long.” Titania studied Mohan in the same way she had looked at Mike. The gaze of the fae was inscrutable this time, but something Mohan saw had him shivering pathetically in the fountain. “You see, Caretaker, I have come on a matter of grave importance. I was informed that a rather egregious break in hospitality occurred on these premises.”

      “I wasn’t even here,” said Mohan with a sneer. “The fae have no claim.”

      “You were the one who sent your people here. You gave them their instructions, all in the guise of luring the Caretaker to a different location just so you could betray him.”

      Mohan actually paled. “And? I can smell death in the air. If anyone broke hospitality, it was the Caretaker’s family.”

      “Many of the dead were not your people. The others were not offered hospitality and I care nothing for them.” Titania smiled, and it was terrifying. “Did not his people offer you food? Did they not offer good company?” The fae queen surveyed everyone. “Where is Death? I believe he offered these things on your behalf.”

      Mike frowned. Where was the reaper?

      “Death is not here, Your Majesty.” Eulalie stepped forward and did an odd curtsy.

      “Interesting. I have not spoken with one of your kind in centuries.” Titania’s gown rippled, briefly turning green. “Where is he?”

      “On a mission to recover the children, Your Majesty. He’s really good with maps, so I sent him, Bigfoot, Dana⁠—”

      Titania waved her off. “I don’t need details. Where is my daughter?”

      Cecilia floated toward the fae queen and bowed. “Your Majesty.”

      “Did you witness hospitality given?”

      The banshee nodded. “In my own way, Your Majesty. The one known as Death offered them tea on many occasions. The mortal known as Cyrus accepted this hospitality on their behalf while he was here.”

      “Indeed. Where is your brother?”

      “I be here, Yer Majesty.” Suly stepped forward. There was a dark stain on the side of his head that was crisscrossed with black veins.

      “You were hurt.” Titania’s voice was like a knife.

      “I’ve had worse, Yer Majesty.” He bowed. “I be blessed that they forgot to use silver. I also witnessed firsthand the break in hospitality.”

      Titania turned to face Zel. “It would seem we have competing claims, Chieftain of the Moon Tribe.” Her voice softened. “This man is responsible for the abduction of your child on a completely different property. However, he did break the laws of hospitality to do so. I suppose we could debate which crime occurred first, but I would be happy to just grant you a favor and allow you to make the claim first.”

      Zel scowled at Titania, her eyes briefly shifting over to meet Mike’s. He shook his head and then tilted it in Beth’s direction. Ever since Cecilia’s return from the royal court, the general rule was that no deals or conversations should be had with the fae without either Mike or Beth weighing in directly.

      “I would like to…defer to my legal counsel on this matter.” Zel was practically grinding her teeth in anger. “I will abide by her words.”

      “I see.” Titania nodded demurely, an act that was somehow terrifying. The queen turned to Beth, who now stood at attention. “So what say you, then?”

      Beth cleared her throat. “Your Majesty, it is common for the laws of this country to define legal consequences around whether there was intent. This can be the difference between manslaughter and homicide.”

      “I’m aware of your quaint interpretations, but please continue.”

      “It would be my understanding that hospitality was broken the moment this man ordered the children to be taken. The moment of intent, as it were.” Beth gestured in Mohan’s direction. “So your claim would precede our own, should you and I agree.”

      “Interestingly enough, this was similar to the argument I intended to make. It would appear we are in agreement.” Titania’s predatory eyes slid over Mohan. “Mohan of the Navaratna clan, you and the people under your charge were offered hospitality at this man’s home. You were granted both company and something to eat yet chose to take advantage of your host’s kindness to steal away his children.”

      “He had no right!” Mohan shouted, launching spittle through the air. “This man took the love of my life from me!”

      “You love no person other than yourself.” Titania’s voice was like an assassin’s steel blade. “Blades of grass will never be trees, no matter how small you make yourself.”

      “I challenge him to a duel!” Mohan’s features distorted as the scales beneath his skin manifested. “Mike Radley, I challenge you to⁠—”

      “Enough.” Titania clapped her hands together, and there was suddenly no air to breathe. Those who required it knelt and gasped for several seconds before Titania clapped her hands once again. She turned to face Ratu. “How long do your kind typically live?” she asked, her tone suddenly sweet.

      “Typically only a few hundred years,” replied Ratu. “Though, some do live to be a thousand, depending on their magical abilities. They may also live much longer if they’re able to ascend.”

      “I see.” Titania’s eyes locked on Mohan. “Have you achieved immortality?”

      “Not yet.” Mohan sneered at Titania. “My family will come looking for me. Anything you do to me will fall on whoever can be punished. By hurting me, you only serve to bring harm down on the Caretaker and his family.”

      Titania nodded, then looked at Mike. “That was the truth,” she declared. “I’m afraid I will have to do something different.”

      Mike took a step back from her. Everyone else but Amymone did the same. The dryad actually squeezed herself into a narrow gap in the trunk of her tree.

      “Mohan of the Navaratna clan, I have decided to give you your heart’s desire. You are sentenced to spend the rest of your life here with Ratu Radley, whereupon you will either ascend or die of old age.”

      Everyone’s jaw dropped, including Mohan’s. Ratu stared in shock at the fae queen, her hands trembling.

      Mohan leered at Ratu, then let out a laugh. “Did you hear that, Upala? Even the queen of the fae sees that my claim is…hold on, did you say Ratu Radley?”

      “That is who she is, for better or for worse.” Titania unfolded her arms and lifted Mohan by the head with her upper arms while her lower ones held his body. He squirmed in her grasp as Titania spun him around to face Ratu.

      Mike watched in horror as an eerie mana formed around Mohan. It had no color he could discern and was little more than an iridescent fog. The naga opened his mouth in a silent scream as he twitched in Titania’s arms, then eventually went still. The scales on his body rippled wildly, his skin growing loose and sloughing off in chunks.

      “What’s happening?” asked Kisa.

      “The rest of his life.” Titania’s eyes blazed with fury as chunks of snakeskin fell away from Mohan. “To him, we are near motionless statues as I feed him just enough magic to stay alive, his mind unable to properly connect with his body as roughly ten years pass for every second that I hold him. I did forget that naga like to shed, so this part is a little disturbing.”

      Mohan’s open mouth sagged as he started to visibly age. Ratu gestured for Mike to approach, then grabbed him around the waist and pulled him close.

      “Kiss me and make me yours,” she whispered, then pressed her lips against his. Mike grabbed her by the waist and dipped her dramatically so her hair draped like a curtain behind her. He nuzzled the top of her chest, one hand cupping her breast, then slowly worked his way up her neck until their lips met once more. She clung to him tightly, forcing Mohan to watch for hundreds of years as another man did to her what he could only dream of.

      When Mike finally broke the kiss, it was to briefly see the misery highlighted on Mohan’s face. The naga’s eyes were bloodshot, his mouth open and drooling. In a matter of seconds, his body shriveled up and then turned to sand, leaving behind just a skull in Titania’s hands and a serpentine skeleton that fell to the ground.

      “It appears he failed to ascend. The fae will let his clan know he passed away of old age getting exactly what he wanted,” Titania declared, then turned to Zel. The centaur took a cautionary step back, but the fae queen simply held out the skull and placed it in Zel’s hands. “At no point was he physically harmed on your property. Now that my claim has been settled, you may have him.”

      Zel contemplated the fanged skull in her hands, her eyes wide and nostrils flared with fear.

      “Oh, I nearly forgot.” Titania gazed at the men and women hanging from Amymone’s tree. “Some of these people are also guilty of breaking hospitality. I am also displeased with the ones who attempted to capture and harm Cecilia and Sulyvahn. However, since these men and women were captured in battle, they are very much your prisoners. As such, their lives belong to you.” She surveyed the mortals with the eyes of a predator. “Would you like me to take care of them for you?”

      Mike stepped forward and stared hard at the men and women dangling from the tree. They looked upon him with pleading eyes.

      “Can any of you take me to my children?” he asked.

      Most of them simply stared in horror. A few of them nodded enthusiastically. Mike looked at Titania.

      “Those ones are lying,” she stated as if bored.

      The Caretaker stared at his home’s attackers for several long seconds. “Last chance. Does anybody here know where my children are?”

      Nobody answered this time. Mike looked over at the queen of the fae.

      “Your Majesty, I must decline your generous offer to take care of them for me.” He waited until he saw the light of hope in their eyes. These people had attacked his home and were directly responsible for the loss of his children. There was a time and place for mercy, but this wasn’t it. “Instead, please consider them a gift. Freely given.”

      There was no dramatic exit. One second, Tatania stood next to him, contemplating the people hanging from the tree. The next, she and their captives were gone as if they had never been there at all. Flowers bloomed all along Amymone’s branches where they had hung, the blossoms spiraling down the trunk to form a circle around it.

      Lily stepped out from behind the tree and let out a whistle. “There’s a very short list of things I’m scared of,” she said. “That lady is definitely second on the list.”

      “If she’s number two, what’s number one?” asked Kisa. She was also staring at Mohan’s skull.

      “I must have screwed up my makeup this morning,” Lily muttered as she patted her cheeks. “Because apparently I look like a fucking idiot.”

      “You could have just said it’s a secret,” Kisa said with a glare.

      Mike looked over at Zel, who still held Mohan’s skull. When their eyes met, he couldn’t quite figure out all the emotions raging behind her gaze. Not knowing what to say, he turned his full attention to Eulalie.

      “You have a plan?” he asked.

      “I do,” she said, then looked at where Titania had been. “That…I didn’t imagine that, did I? What just happened, it almost feels like a childhood memory rather than just moments ago.”

      “You get used to it,” Beth said, then made a face. “Kind of.”

      “You should have asked her where the kids were.” Zel’s voice had a chill to it that made Mike shiver.

      “The queen be kind, in her own way.” Suly stepped in with a shaking head. “But askin’ her for favors is never a good idea. ’Twould be a good chance she’d take yer kin in trade for that information, or bring ’em back herself after a hundred years.”

      Zel stared at the skull in her hand, then dropped it on the ground. “What’s the use of any of you?” she whispered, her voice trembling as the tears came. She galloped toward the greenhouse, rapidly wiping her eyes.

      “Should you…go after her?” Eulalie asked.

      “No,” Mike replied, the hole in his own heart throbbing painfully. “There’s nothing I can say to bring her peace. Now is the time for action.”

      Eulalie nodded. “Cyrus was recruited for some away mission by the SoS,” she said, then pulled out a paper map of the area with a red circle on it. “I lost his signal here. I’m banking on the assumption he was taken where the kids went, so I put together a team to go after them.”

      “Who?” He looked at the people already gathered.

      “I sent Bigfoot, Dana, and Jenny. Bigfoot can teleport the team between the trees, so they should be there already. He can also communicate with the forest. Dana is there because she has the nose of a bloodhound and won’t show up on a thermal camera. Jenny is there for backup.” The arachne cleared her throat. “Well, and we were all too afraid to tell her no.”

      “Is that it?” asked Mike.

      Eulalie blinked and shook her head. “No. I also sent Yuki and Death. Yuki is there to counter that witch I saw and whoever summoned the demons.”

      “And Death?”

      The arachne nodded. “He’s the perfect scout. Can’t be harmed and has already memorized three different topographical maps of the area. If anything is off, he’ll surely notice.”

      “What about Cerberus? She’s an actual hellhound.”

      Naia frowned on the edge of her fountain. “She had to go back to the Underworld,” she said. “Demons started coming through the gate when they sensed all the…deaths occurring. We had to lock the gate behind them.”

      “I see.” Mike looked across the yard and then back at Eulalie. “Where’s Tink?”

      “Sobbing uncontrollably in the house.” Eulalie frowned. “She’s also doing something weird with a bunch of sniper rifles.”

      “Yeah, I’m gonna go check on that.” Kisa hopped to her feet. “Unless you need me here?”

      “Go.” Mike sat on Naia’s fountain and put his head in his hands. “Is there any way I can catch up with them?” he asked. “Help them look?”

      Eulalie shook her head. “You could, but you shouldn’t. There are so many of them, and they’re all armed. You weren’t here when…they wouldn’t hesitate to put a bullet in you on sight.”

      “That’s right. I wasn’t here.” Mike stared at his feet. “I should have been.”

      Soft fingers caressed the back of Mike’s neck. Naia placed her lips against his ears and whispered, but the words resonated with the power of a goddess.

      “I need you to come with me,” Hestia told him. “It’s a matter of grave importance.”

      Mike lifted his head to see that he was suddenly alone. Behind him was a majestic fountain, spraying water high into the air. When he stood, it was to see that he now wore Hestia’s body in the garden of the gods. Their shared mouth opened, and it was Hestia that spoke through it.

      “Another player wishes to speak with you.”

      ---

      Cyrus stood over the toilet, his hands braced against the stall walls as he contemplated the mess in the bowl before flushing. Wiping some puke off his mouth, he walked to the sink and turned it on. Bending forward, he turned his face sideways beneath the spigot and rinsed his mouth out before sucking down some cold water to help settle his stomach. He let the liquid run across his cheek, turning into little rivulets that flowed off his beard like tiny waterfalls. When he stood, he grabbed some paper towels from nearby and used them to pat his face dry. Upon lowering the towels, he saw his reflection staring back.

      With trembling fingers, he touched the heavy scars hidden beneath his stubble. Some decades back, some of his contemporaries in the Order had asked if he had become lazy with his personal appearance or was trying to grow into the crazy old man look. The truth was far simpler. When his stubble was long enough, it was harder to see the patches where hair didn’t grow or to notice the deep gouges that lined his face, the product of being bitten hundreds of times by a tidal wave of spiders.

      Cyrus rubbed his eyes. While they were closed, all he could see was the little girl in the cell. Around fifty years ago, he and his partner Jeffrey had been tasked with hunting down the last arachne, a mission he thought had been a mixed success. The target was killed, but Jeffrey had died in the process, while Cyrus had been left with an experience that often woke him up cold and sweating in the middle of the night. There was a sinking dread that followed the sensation of something tiny walking across his skin, and now he simply couldn’t shake it.

      His heart pounded in his chest so hard that he actually worried about having a heart attack. Taking several deep breaths, he attempted to enter a meditative state and calm down, to gather his wits and figure out what came next.

      “Okay, the little girl is either…what you think she is, or it’s just some freaky illusion.” Cyrus kept his voice low and his words vague, just in case the bathrooms were bugged. The ring in his pocket only contained so much mana, and he would probably need it later. “So which is it? Are you losing your shit, or did you see what you saw?”

      She had been strong, unreasonably so. He hadn’t thought much of it at the time, but the pieces were slowly coming together. The girl had hissed at him and couldn’t walk on two legs. Was it an enchantment that had hidden them? He thought back to the Order’s file on Callisto Radley. The boy had been human when they had taken photos of him at the park with his father, but he was clearly a centaur now. So they had the magic to do so, as it were.

      He had carried her down to her holding cell, unaware of the danger. At any moment, she could have cracked him open like an egg or sank her teeth into his neck. His heart was racing once more, and he let out a groan as he clutched the bathroom sink. When he looked at his reflection, all he saw was a frightened old man, a poor fool officially in way over his head.

      Sighing, he tilted his head back to stare at the ceiling. What did he do now? The answer had been obvious, but that was before he’d learned that Mike Radley’s daughter was an arachne. The creatures were little more than murder machines, apex predators that only feared fire and starvation.

      Who had her mother been? It couldn’t have been the same arachne he had once hunted, she would have died of old age years ago. The logical conclusion could only be that she had reproduced and that this child was her descendant. Were there more of them? He tapped his fingers on the sink, then thought back to his last conversation with the Oracle where he had asked if the arachne were still around.

      The Oracle had gotten annoyed but did eventually answer that no arachne currently existed on earth. But now that he thought about it, that was an entirely different answer than saying they were extinct.

      “You hairy motherfucker,” he mumbled, closing his eyes. The Oracle liked toying with people. It was something he did to pass the time, most likely. That last conversation had been a little tense, and Cyrus couldn’t remember the exact words they had exchanged. But there had been something else.

      The Oracle had asked about Mike Radley, had wanted to know if he would see past the mothlike exterior and treat the Oracle as a person if given the chance. That had been the gist of it, anyway. At the time, Cyrus hadn’t known for sure what kind of person Mike Radley was, but the words came back to haunt him like a ghost.

      “I think he’s a good man. Better than you or I deserve, that’s for certain.”

      “Damn.” Cyrus stared at his reflection. For the first time in a long while, he hated the person looking back.

      Mike Radley was indeed a good man. After months of observation, Cyrus had no reason to doubt that fact. And right now, a good man’s children were locked away in a secret facility, perhaps lost to him forever.

      Grace was an arachne. She had come along solely to protect her brother, which was atypical of her kind. The only time she had even fought Cyrus was to keep from being put in a cage away from her brother.

      Good men brought out the best in people. Perhaps Darren had brought out the best in Ana. Mike’s children were certainly a reflection of him. Maybe it was time for Cyrus to bring out the best in himself. He took a moment to tidy up his appearance, then left the bathroom and headed back to the containment area. Grace sat in the exact same position he had left her in, her unblinking gaze following Cyrus as he moved. Callisto had pressed himself against the glass closest to Grace, and it was clear the boy had been crying.

      Laurel and her team were down there now, the group using tables near the holding cells to go over some documents. Cyrus passed by, pausing long enough to see what had their attention. Several of them were questions the Order wanted answers to. Most of the team was busy crossing some out while altering others so the questions would make sense to a child.

      A pair of Knights were prepping medical kits for blood collection. Cyrus narrowed his eyes at this but said nothing. Now wasn’t the time; he needed to pick the right moment.

      “I’ll be back in about fifteen minutes,” he said, making sure to address Laurel directly. “Do not start without me.”

      “Of course not.” Laurel’s reply was cool as she raised her eyes to meet his. “You’re in charge, after all.”

      He nodded and walked away, then paused at the edge of the group. “That applies to everybody. Anyone who decides to start without me will answer directly to Darius and the director.”

      Cyrus noticed several members of Laurel’s team suddenly had difficulty looking in his direction. Traitorous bastards, he thought, as he headed for the elevator and went upstairs. He went to the infirmary first and was pleased to see it was empty. There were kits identical to the ones downstairs, and he popped one open to look inside.

      Drawing blood from a cryptid wasn’t done for medical purposes. It was how the Order could tag and properly identify a creature. Once Callisto and Grace had their blood taken, the Order would forever be able to track their whereabouts. Also, it meant Grace’s identity would be discovered. His own reaction had been bad enough, but the moment the others learned the truth…

      He tried not to think about it. After stuffing his pockets with a few emergency essentials, he stood where no cameras could see him and used the syringe and four vials to draw his own blood. He struggled to find a good vein, a task already made difficult by only having one hand. Checking his watch, he saw that eight minutes had already passed.

      “Fucking hell,” he muttered as he fumbled with the vials. Once they were full, he slid them into his pockets and put the kit back. It wasn’t like they were expecting to abduct any more magical children in the next couple of days.

      By the time he was back in the detention block, only eleven minutes had passed. Laurel stood outside Callisto’s cell, arms crossed as she watched a pair of Knights wrestling with the centaur. Grace had scooted against the wall of her cell, her face pressed against the glass and her human eyes intense. Cyrus had no doubt in his mind that she would come to her brother’s aid. Was the girl powered by instinct, or was it actual, familial love?

      “You two.” He pointed to the guards at the entrance to the cell. “Are you deaf or just incompetent?”

      They looked at him in puzzlement.

      “Did you not hear me say that they were not to start without me?” Cyrus walked past them in a hurry to intervene. “Or did I simply get the dumbest fucking gun jockeys the Sons were willing to hire?”

      They muttered something behind his back, but he ignored it. Laurel had turned briefly toward him with a look of cruel amusement. Cyrus walked past her too, then into the cell with the Knights.

      “C’mon, kid.” One of the Knights had managed to pin Callisto against the glass while the other tried to grab the centaur’s back leg with a syringe in her hand. “If you’d cooperate, we’d be done already.”

      Cyrus cleared his throat. Both Knights looked at him.

      “We’ve got this,” said the man pinning Callisto.

      “Step away from the centaur.” Cyrus squared his shoulders and filled his voice with iron. “Both of you. Now.”

      When the Knights ignored him, he took a step forward and slammed his heel into the side of the man’s knee. The Knight’s leg crumpled, causing him to lose his grip on Callisto. The centaur bucked, kicking the other Knight in the stomach before moving away.

      “What the hell—” Laurel’s voice cut off when she noticed the wand pointed in her direction. Cyrus looked over his shoulder at her, their eyes meeting through the shimmering air surrounding his wand.

      “I was hired by the SoS because you are unstable and incompetent. The real reason they brought you here was to keep you from fucking up the operation at the house.” Cyrus turned to face the Knights, who had moved to surround him. “I don’t hold it against you that your superior gave you bad orders. How long did she wait before directly contradicting me? Was it after the elevator doors closed? Or did she count to ten first? Syringe, now.” He held out his free hand.

      The Knight sneered at him but looked up to see that the guards were now standing outside the door with their weapons raised. Reluctantly, she handed over the syringe.

      “Today’s lesson is about departmental cooperation. The Order hired the SoS to capture these children and contain them. The SoS hired me to be in charge of containment. So really, who’s in charge of whom?” Cyrus moved toward Callisto, who was glaring at everyone. “Is it the woman who has her head so far up the director’s ass that she can taste his lunch? The same person who fell apart after one scary encounter with a fucking child’s toy? Arm, please.”

      Callisto reluctantly lifted his arm. Cyrus tucked his wand into a pocket, then leaned forward to block everybody’s view, including the camera’s.

      “You’ll feel a pinch,” he said as he palmed a pair of blood-filled vials from his pocket. “I’m pretty bad at this.”

      Cyrus jabbed at Callisto with the needle but didn’t break the skin. The centaur cried out in false pain and stomped his back feet. Cyrus feigned filling up the two vials, then stepped back.

      “No Band-Aids, kid. Put some pressure on it until it stops.” Callisto obeyed, covering his false wound with a finger.

      Cyrus turned around. “From now on, we’re doing things my way or the hard way. For anyone curious about what the hard way entails, it does come with a one-way trip to one of the spare holding cells once I’m done with you. Are there any questions?”

      Laurel started to sputter something, but Cyrus moved past her and grabbed the syringe from the other kit. The Knights left Callisto’s cell and closed the door behind them.

      “If you have a problem with me, you need to take it up with Darius. He’s my boss now, remember?” Cyrus used his key card to open Grace’s cell. “Okay, kid, Papa Cyrus needs to get some of your blood.”

      He knelt in front of the arachne and held up the syringe. Grace stared at it for a couple of seconds before looking past it to his face.

      How much did she understand? he wondered. There was a cunning intellect behind that gaze, but was it enough to play along? When he put that needle next to her skin, would she decide to pull off his head?

      The thudding in his ears took over, and he inhaled deeply through his nose and stuck his hand in a pocket. He pulled out the shredded barbecue MRE he had taken from the command center.

      “Are you hungry?” he asked, hoping to see anything in her eyes other than that cold, calculating look. “This is an instant meal, ready to eat. I’m afraid it’s all I’ve got on me at the moment, but here, look.”

      Cyrus tore open the MRE and dug through the packet. “Ah, here it is. An oatmeal cookie. Do you like oatmeal cookies? I know I do.”

      Grace continued to stare at him, her eyes briefly flicking toward the cookie.

      “For gods’ sake, don’t you ever blink?” he muttered. Grace blinked exactly once.

      “Anyway, I’ll let you have anything that’s in here if you’re a good girl and don’t give me any problems.” Cyrus unwrapped the cookie and stuck the trash in his pocket, which allowed him to palm the remaining vials of blood. “If you don’t want the cookie, we’ve also got beans. What about some shredded beef? I won’t eat it unless I have to, but that’s because I’m a vegetarian.”

      At the mention of beef, Grace’s eyebrows lifted. Cyrus grabbed the beef packet and showed it to her.

      “Do you want some? Here, let me open it for you.” Cyrus tore a small piece off the corner of the shredded beef packet. “We don’t have any plates, so the easiest way to eat it will probably⁠—”

      Grace snatched the packet from his hands and put it to her mouth. She squeezed the bottom with her hands, her eyes never leaving his as she slowly consumed the contents of the pouch.

      “Well how about that? You really were hungry.” Cyrus moved his hands toward Grace’s forearm, then pushed up the sleeve to reveal her skin. “So you know the drill, you might feel a little⁠—”

      Grace reached down and grabbed his hands so fast that the lid of one of the vials popped off. Cyrus quickly capped it with his thumb, his eyes now locked with hers. He had accidentally pressed the needle against her skin, but it had bent. The arachne studied him for several seconds, her nostrils flaring as she took in his scent.

      This was the moment. The smell of blood was in the air, and it was his. She would be able to sniff him out no matter where he was, and that was if she allowed him to leave this room alive.

      “That’s it,” he said, keeping his voice calm. “Keep being good for Papa Cyrus. Let him take your blood for those grumpy people back there.”

      Grace studied his face as if she was looking into his very soul. She took one last slurp of her meat packet and then dropped it on the ground. With her thumb, she hooked a chain around her neck and gave it a tug. A silver rectangle popped free.

      “Papa,” she proclaimed proudly, her voice quiet as she pointed at the dog tag. Cyrus pinched the tag between his finger and thumb and turned it sideways to read the name. The whole world spun around him as he clung to that single piece of metal for support.

      Darren. Nothing else on the dog tag mattered, because that name alone told him everything he needed to know.

      “Papa?” he asked again, the chain rattling as his hand shook.

      “Papa.” Grace smiled, revealing sharp teeth packed full of shredded beef. But her face no longer looked like the cold-blooded killer that sometimes haunted his dreams. It was the face of a child, overflowing with joy and pride at her first word. It was a moment she had shared with Cyrus alone.

      He didn’t know what to think or say, not for several moments. Cyrus cleared his throat and then tucked the dog tag back into her shirt.

      “Let’s put that back where it’s safe,” he said, his voice breaking. “It’s very special, and we don’t want to lose it, now do we?”

      Grace shook her head, her eyes wide. No, the thought of losing such a treasure was simply horrible, more horrible than the situation she found herself in, or so Cyrus gathered, anyway. He had never been around kids.

      Clearing his throat, Cyrus took the vials of blood, having retrieved the lid that had fallen, and set them on the ground. He used the cleaning wipe from the MRE to wipe some sauce off Grace’s chin, then picked up the vials and the remainder of the food packet. When he stepped out of the cell, he handed the vials over to Laurel.

      “Priority testing on those to figure out what she is,” he said. He turned to one of the SoS guards and handed him the MRE packet. “See if the boy wants any of the food in there. We don’t want our guests to starve. I’ll look into getting them some proper food but need to check in with Darius first to figure out next steps.”

      The man nodded and took the packet from Cyrus. The old man looked at Laurel, who was now sulking over by one of the tables as she filled out some paperwork. He had no doubt in his mind that she would pull something else, but there wasn’t time to ponder what bullshit she would surprise him with later.

      Cyrus headed for the elevator, his hands clenched tightly in his pockets. All he could hear was Grace’s voice in his head, that single word playing over and over again.

      Papa. Darren was that little girl’s papa. So if Mike was her father, it meant Grace was likely Ana and Darren’s granddaughter. Those two had obviously created a secret family, away from the world and those who would hunt them. Today their world had once more collided with his in the form of a small child who carried her grandfather’s dog tag like a talisman and ate the world’s shittiest beef with a smile.

      When the elevator doors closed, Cyrus pushed the button for the top floor and then burst into tears. He had tears for the situation he found himself in, tears for all the mistakes he had made, the people he had put in the ground, and the life he could have lived. They were tears of sadness, anger, and wrath, all of them dripping onto the floor to form a pool of regret.

      ---

      Ingrid stood at the edge of the dock, her eyes on the horizon. She scowled with disdain at the distant water, hoping Captain Francois’s magical cloaking system would somehow fail and she could organize a proper assault. Sadly, even the merfolk couldn’t find him, something about the magic of the ship being far stronger than even their own.

      Behind her, the heat from Paradise had finally died down enough that people could properly approach the rubble. Order teams were now devoting their time to stabilizing the area. The structures had been so hot that there was no hope for anyone who had gotten trapped inside. Aurora had been able to create a list from memory of who should have been there, and most of the missing had been found dead. Everyone was careful to avoid the massive spiral of glass on the beach. Even though it was no longer active, the sight of the ground sucking down the dead and churning them into a gory mess had been extremely unnerving, and nobody was quite up for walking across it just yet.

      “There you are.” Wallace walked up behind Ingrid, one of his arms in a sling. The merfolk had set up triage for the injured, and Wallace was covered in small sea-kelp bandages. “Someone said you were doing a perimeter walk.”

      “I was. The magical boundary managed to hold in all that smoke, but just barely.” While they had a million problems right now, the sudden magical appearance of a collapsed, smoldering building packed full of merfolk would easily double that number. “We had to reinforce a few of the runes, which are deep underground.”

      “Too bad Ratu couldn’t stick around. I bet she could have gotten that shit done quick.”

      Ingrid’s heart fell. All she could picture now was the look of utter devastation on Mike’s face at hearing that his children had been taken. The man had left without another word, allowing Lily to drag the director by his throat with her tail. Some members of the Order had tried to stop him, but Ratu had snapped her fingers and buried them up to their necks in the sand. Nobody else had tried to follow them as they stepped off the property, but Ingrid could only assume they had all gone home.

      What had shaken her even more was the absolute feeling of impending dread that had come crushing in on her from every direction. It had been a shared sensation, as several of the people present had cried out in alarm. Something about the Caretaker’s rage had triggered a very primal reaction, as if the skies themselves had cracked open and the gods above had found them wanting. She wasn’t certain what that could mean, but doubted it was anything good.

      Ingrid looked down at her feet and saw a pair of bony fingers by the edge of the dock. She kicked them into the water.

      “It is too bad,” she said, her voice quiet. “For all of them. And us, I suppose.”

      “If you’re referring to the idea that our beloved director essentially tossed us on a sacrificial altar in order to get back at an old girlfriend, I would have to agree.” Wallace stood next to her now, his features unusually pensive. “For me, what makes it worse is that if they had been weak, we never would have known.”

      “Hm?”

      “Think about it. Yeah, the Radleys played us for chumps, but we had it coming. Personally, I like the guy. Never took anything seriously, traveled with beautiful women, stinking rich, everything I aspire to. But if they had really been as incompetent as we thought? I doubt we’d even think twice about sacking his house. The director would have dragged Ratu off without another word, and we would all be oblivious to the monsters we actually are.”

      Ingrid nodded. “It kind of makes you wonder how many times we’ve already been the villain but never even knew. How can we even trust the Order after this?”

      Wallace shook his head. “I don’t think those are thoughts you should voice out loud, at least not for now. Something pretty big inside the Order needs to change, and we’re never going to change it from the outside. Once they know you feel that way, you’re out. For some people, perhaps that will be the best solution. But me? I still believe there’s plenty of good we can do in the world, but the best way is from the inside.”

      “You’re suddenly very philosophical.”

      “Didn’t you know? Multiple near-death experiences in the jungle does that to a man. We contemplate our own mortality, our place in the universe. Have we done enough? Or did we make things worse?” Wallace looked toward the beach where Aurora was. The hostess was speaking with Princess Leilani, who had stayed behind with the others. “I saw her sister die out there, protecting her Knight and another mage. Tried to help, but they were too far away. All three of them died. Their lives were cut short trying to make a difference, but it didn’t matter in the end.”

      “Maybe it did.” Ingrid looked at Wallace. “Maybe it served to make you a better person.”

      Wallace shrugged. “Perhaps. There’s a lot that happened out there that I see whenever I blink. I don’t know how much of it you experienced, but those skeletons became savage. During one skirmish, they grabbed the Knight standing next to me and pulled him apart, much like they used to draw and quarter people. It was essentially a cosmic coin flip that it was him and not me.”

      “I’m sorry.” Ingrid sighed. “We’re all going to need so much therapy after this is done.”

      The Knight laughed. “There’s going to be so much paperwork, I think therapy may be the least of our problems. We did sort of participate in a coup, after all.”

      “The evidence will speak for itself.” Ingrid looked back at the wreckage of Paradise. “That man spent over three decades working closely with the Order. I looked up his record once, did you know that?”

      “Doesn’t surprise me.” Wallace pulled a toothpick from his shirt pocket and stuck it in his mouth. “You always were thorough when it came to who we worked with and our targets.”

      “What could you possibly have in your teeth?”

      “Fish.” He nodded toward the beach. “Merfolk brought us some poke. They’re trying to make up for their fuckup.”

      “I’m surprised they fed you.”

      He shrugged. “Probably didn’t recognize me.”

      “Or you stole it.”

      “That too.”

      She laughed. “At least some things haven’t changed. The director started as an outside consultant, primarily on earth magic. It’s so hard to find naga willing to put up with our shit, right? Anyway, he helped out with a few hunts, always eager to please. Eventually got hired on full-time about fifteen years back, took on a small leadership position. I almost trained under him when I was starting out, but I changed my mind to work with a mage directly in the field. Supposedly, he was an amazing teacher, got all sorts of accolades from his students. Once a position in operations opened up, he applied, and they seriously considered him. Eventually got promoted to overseeing North and South American ops, and here we are.”

      “Well, it’ll probably be the last time the Council hires a cryptid to do anything important. Once word gets out, I suspect a few of our affirmative action hires will be forced to step down.”

      Ingrid sighed and stared back toward the horizon. “And that’s the problem. The Order needs to stop thinking in terms of us versus them. Mohan wasn’t human, but so what? How many times has a human director, president, or whatever the fuck you want to call them done something similar? The only reason this feels so bad is because⁠—”

      “He went full Jafar and blew up a multimillion-dollar property.” Wallace smirked. “It’s not much different from that woman last year who made twenty million vanish from our accounts before disappearing. Seems like there’s been a lot of that lately. The difference here is that we’ll actually have to clean up this mess instead of just pretending it never happened.”

      “Yeah.” Ingrid watched a pair of merfolk weeping over the corpse of another. The dead had been laid out and covered with seaweed, human and merfolk alike. Tonight, when the tide came in, they would all receive a proper burial at sea. In the end, everything died. It was the one truth that men and most monsters lived by. “That’s if the merfolk even let us stay here. They’re being real friendly right now, but it wouldn’t surprise me if they kicked us off the lease.”

      “Wouldn’t blame them.” Wallace shook his head. “Not even in the slightest.”

      They stood there and watched the waves while the others mourned on the beach. Ingrid lost track of time, her heart full of bitterness. As if reading her mind, Wallace broke the silence.

      “So what are you going to do next?” he asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      The Knight spat his toothpick out into the water. “There’s something different about you. Just a gut feeling, really. How many days until you tell the higher-ups that you’re done working for them?”

      “Is it that obvious?”

      Wallace grinned. “Yep.”

      “What about you? Maybe you could come with me?”

      “And do what?” He shook his head. “I mean, yeah, I’ve seen some things, maybe even learned the lesson of the week. But I’m not the kind of guy to change things from the outside. Well, not quietly, anyway.”

      “I see.” Ingrid frowned. “Do you think I should stay?”

      “No.” The mirth in Wallace’s eyes immediately vanished. “This isn’t the kind of job you can do with doubts in your heart, no matter how noble. A moment’s hesitation will kill you, or maybe even kill the person who has your back. If you know this isn’t the life you want, you should bail. But…”

      “But?”

      “You should wait, just a little bit. Try to figure out a plan first. If nothing else, let them send you on a monthlong sabbatical to rest up, do your planning then. That’s what I would do, anyway.” The Knight pulled another toothpick out of his pocket.

      “You’re ridiculous,” said Ingrid.

      “Fuck you.” Wallace grinned. “I’m on vaca…” He cocked his head to one side, eyes focused on the horizon. “What the hell is that?”

      Ingrid followed his gaze. It was a ship on the horizon, but it was difficult for her to see any detail. “It looks like a ship.”

      “That’s an awful lot of sails for a ship. Hold on a second.” Wallace left the dock and started wandering among the survivors, asking them for something. Eventually he returned with a pair of binoculars that had a crack through one lens. “Here,” he said. “I already looked but think I didn’t see it right.”

      Ingrid took the binoculars and looked through them. Three massive, tattered sails had been unfurled, the ship cruising across the horizon. It definitely wasn’t Captain Francois’s ship, or if it was, it had changed shape.

      “It looks like a Spanish galleon.”

      “Well, shit. That’s what I thought I saw too.” Wallace took the binoculars from Ingrid and looked through them again. “There’s at least two…no, three more now.”

      “What the hell?” Ingrid took the binoculars back. After a moment of searching, she saw the ships Wallace had mentioned. They were far enough away that there was a haze around them, but she could see enough detail to tell that the ships looked old and cobbled together. Another one appeared on the horizon, but instead of sails, a series of massive oars rowed the boat forward.

      “Looks like our buddy Francois is coming back with friends.” Wallace touched Ingrid’s shoulder, then pointed to the east. “Lots of them.”

      As if appearing through a fog, dark shapes manifested across the horizon. At first, it was only a handful, but they simply kept multiplying. Ingrid lowered the binoculars in shock.

      Francois had returned, and it looked like he had brought an army. Or a navy. Whatever. The details didn’t really matter. She counted nearly forty ships now.

      “Go tell the merfolk,” Wallace said, his features pinched. “Right away.”

      “On it.” Ingrid ran down the dock, pulling out her cell phone as she did. There was one other person who needed to know that the Captain was coming back with friends. And even though they didn’t deserve it, she prayed the Caretaker would help them.
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      The white marble fountain sat atop a large staircase that descended at least a hundred steps down to a massive hedge garden below. From Mike’s place by the fountain, he could see the surly figure at the other edge of the garden. He crossed his arms over his breasts, then coughed to hide his embarrassment and let them hang by his side.

      “It’s a little weird, you know.” When he spoke, it was in Hestia’s voice. “Knowing we’re both piloting the same meat suit.”

      “You’re telling me.” Their shared lips twisted into a grin. “An unfortunate outcome of my current predicament.”

      “So how do I know which one of you is talking?”

      Mike turned to see Kisa sitting on the edge of the fountain, her hackles raised in alarm as she looked around. Upon seeing him, she let out a sigh of relief. Kisa hopped to her feet and gave him a big hug, pressing her face into his breasts.

      “Freaked me out for a second, I had no idea how I got here. Then I see you standing there in someone else’s body. Damn, you’re stacked.” Kisa let out a purr from her new location. “Hey, I’ve got a really fun idea⁠—”

      “There’s no time for that,” Hestia said, pushing Kisa back. “We were summoned here by another player. You can choose to ignore the summons, but I thought you would want to meet with him.”

      Mike sighed and looked at the man lurking down by the gardens. “It’s fucking Frankie, isn’t it?”

      Hestia nodded. “It is.”

      “What about the others?” asked Kisa. “I was sitting with Tink when⁠—”

      The goddess held up her hand, and the cat girl went quiet. “You are still sitting with your friend. Also, time is different in this place. It is much like the Dreamscape.” She turned her attention to Mike. “A reminder that you and the Captain can speak for many days here, yet only moments will have passed in your world. The gods all agreed early on that this would prevent players from being ruthlessly assassinated during such meetings. This space is safe for you. No harm can be done here.”

      “I don’t suppose we could make him climb the stairs?” Mike crossed his arms and sneered down at the garden. “If I can’t hurt him, it would be a little funny to push him back down.”

      “Perhaps. But it would piss off his god.” Hestia made a sound in the back of her throat. “Who I might add has quite the temper.”

      “So who is our lovely Captain wearing today? We talking Hades? Ares? Ralph Lauren?” Mike started down the stairs.

      Hestia laughed. “I would remind you that our case is unique. The Captain and his god are two separate entities here, so it’s likely that he’s nearby.”

      Mike noticed the Captain stood at the edge of the garden and made no move to meet Mike halfway. The man looked much older than he remembered and was wearing a fancy long gray cotton coat with a matching tricorn hat. A sneer was fixed on Francois’s lips, which looked extra intimidating beneath his new eye patch. Since the guy was being a dick and time wasn’t actually passing, Mike took his time moving through the hedge garden, stopping occasionally to study the flowers. Several of them were made of light that sparkled when he touched them.

      “Your friend is getting impatient,” said Kisa.

      “Fuck him. He’s the one who called me here.” Mike frowned. “Which I could have ignored, yes?”

      “You could have. But it would have been very rude.” Hestia plucked a nearby flower and tucked it in her hair. “Also, you never know what can happen at meetings like this. I’ve seen allies go to war over a few words, and enemies reconcile. And while this place seems empty, it has a memory of its own. When the two of you part, the others will know on what kind of terms. You may end up with an unexpected ally in the future as a result.”

      “Or another enemy.”

      Hestia laughed. “You seem to have no trouble making those.”

      “She’s not wrong,” added Kisa.

      “All right, all right, enough girl talk.” Mike noted the shortest path through the hedges and moved to walk it. “Let’s go see what this ass munch wants.”

      As they approached Captain Francois, Mike could see that the man was seething but also looked very smug. There were many possible reasons that Francois had called him here, but Mike immediately doubted he would like anything he was about to hear.

      “Frankie. Good to see you.” Mike cocked his hip to one side in his best impression of Lily. “You’re looking well.”

      “So it’s true. You wear the form of your goddess.” Francois smirked and tilted his head to look down his nose at Mike. “An interesting choice.”

      “Ah, man, you saw through my disguise.” Mike pouted dramatically. “At least we didn’t show up in the same outfit. How embarrassing would that have been? People would think we were quite the pair.”

      The Captain’s eye twitched in irritation. “I suppose you know why I’ve called you here.”

      “I do.” Mike gave Francois a knowing look. “You saw how powerful I am and would like to apologize or maybe even surrender.”

      The Captain’s face turned a dark shade of red. Before he could reply, a shadow fell over both of them. Mike looked up to see a man nearly ten feet tall. His hair and beard were long and wild, and his face was crusted with sea salt. He clutched a massive trident in one hand, which he tapped impatiently on the ground.

      “Look upon me, Caretaker. My player may stand for your belligerence, but I shall not.” The newcomer scowled at Mike, his eyes filled with the fury of a hurricane. “For I am Poseidon, god of all the oceans!”

      “Hello, brother.” Hestia took over the mouth. “We didn’t see you there.”

      Mike almost laughed, withdrawing briefly from control of the body so Hestia could remain composed for the two of them. He also noticed nobody else had acknowledged Kisa standing just off to the side, her eyes wide as she watched the scene play out.

      Poseidon didn’t seem pleased at the comment but said nothing. Instead, he placed a massive hand on Francois’s shoulder, which seemed to give the Captain strength to continue speaking.

      “I called you here because I want to negotiate,” he said. “For the eggs.”

      “No.”

      Poseidon chuckled. “You would be wise to hear the terms, Caretaker.”

      Mike sighed and looked up at the god. “I always thought you’d be taller,” he said.

      Francois rolled his eye. “Yes, we get it, you think you’re witty. I’ve summoned you here to discuss ownership of the eggs. Ordinarily, I wouldn’t stoop to this…conversation but felt that perhaps we could settle this with words rather than further violence.”

      “I don’t think there’s really anything to discuss. You want the eggs to, what, eat them? Hatch your own dragon babies? Whatever it takes to live forever, right?”

      Francois nodded. “I have lived for centuries, Caretaker, and wish to continue doing so. After the setback dealt to me at Paradise, I find myself with a reduced amount of time to pursue other avenues of immortality.”

      “Are there? Other avenues, I mean.”

      Francois nodded. “Naught more than rumors, but yes. You see, the Fountain of Youth didn’t just keep me young by rolling back the hands of time. It also healed my wounds and undid any harm I had suffered. During the fight at Paradise, what little of its magic that remained was used up that I might survive. I now live on borrowed time as a result.”

      “And you’re hoping I’ll feel bad and give you those eggs to help out?” Mike shook his head. “I’m not sure I see why I should do this.”

      Francois growled. “It’s rather simple, Caretaker. What is it you want most in the world?”

      “A pair of shoes that go with all my outfits but are also comfortable.” Mike lifted a shapely leg to reveal he was barefoot. Poseidon made a noise in the back of his throat that sounded like a wave colliding with a rock wall.

      “To be left alone.” Francois glared at Mike. “Tell me I’m wrong.”

      Mike pondered the words for a moment, then nodded. “I won’t argue. Getting caught up in stuff like this is…tiresome. But I also have a duty of care, hence the clever title. Wanting to be left alone includes those eggs, you know. Based on what little I know, at least a few dragons entrusted them to the original guardians with the idea that they’d be allowed to hatch and live someday.”

      Francois shrugged. “Life doesn’t always happen as we think it should. Much like you, I stumbled into the great game. For me, it was a chance encounter. Lost at sea with no hope of survival, I spotted a ship on the horizon. Hoping that we had been rescued, I took the longboat by myself and rowed out to greet the ship. What should I find but a magic vessel with an infinite supply of both food and water.”

      “Which I’m sure you shared with your crew.”

      The Captain nodded. “You may think me a bastard, but I’m not a monster. My crew came with me, and we sailed together for many years. It wasn’t until much later, after a failed mutiny, that I learned that those who perished at sea would continue to serve me. For centuries, the bones of every man, woman, and child who fell prey to the depths became my crew. I amassed a secret armada, an undead army willing to follow any order I give them. That is what I came here to talk about, Caretaker. For you see, in exchange for the eggs, I offer you peace. Poseidon?”

      The god lifted his trident and swung it across the air above them. The sky rippled and formed into an overhead map of the island of Maui. All around the perimeter, hundreds of dots floated on the water.

      “That is just a taste of what’s to come. You see, in my previous bid for the eggs, I did not expect the interference of Pele herself. I believed my guardian sufficient to defeat the dragon but could not compete with the bearer of fire herself.” Francois spat on the ground. “However, my goal was to lure you out of hiding. I had heard you were new to the role, and thought I could take advantage of this fact.”

      “Yeah, you really didn’t see us coming. We’re full of surprises like that.” Mike studied the Captain. “Out of curiosity, who told you about me?”

      Francois grinned. “Perhaps that is information I could give you to sweeten the deal. I am prepared to offer you peace, plus the identity of my informant in exchange for those eggs.”

      “No offense, but I don’t care how many skeletons you have. They’re limited in what they can do. Even if you force marched a million of them up that mountainside, my family would be capable of easily destroying them.”

      Poseidon smirked. Francois chuckled and rubbed at his jaw.

      “Well, you see, Mike Radley, the skeletons aren’t for you.” Francois clapped his hands together. “There are two sets of rules for the great game. The ones we cannot bypass, no matter how hard we try. Those are magically enforced. Then there are the unspoken rules created by our predecessors, which aren’t official in the slightest. One of these unspoken rules is that we do not reveal the game to the outside world. It is a game best played in the shadows, away from greedy eyes.”

      Mike didn’t like where this was going. “And?”

      Francois grinned. “I’m about to break that rule. Those dots represent ships, Caretaker. Ships my minions have pieced back together. If you really want to see what you face, allow me to enlighten you.” He snapped his fingers, and the shimmering scene above rippled, shedding the waters of the ocean and turning into a topographical map. All along the depths, a white fog had formed. “And there are the rest of them, Mike Radley. My undead minions ready to march on the island itself. Not to take the eggs from you, you are right when you speak of their limited utility. Tomorrow morning, I intend to order them to march on the island of Maui where they will either slaughter every living human where they stand or drag them out into the water to replenish my forces.”

      It was like a punch to the gut. Mike’s jaw dropped open as he realized the fog was simply hundreds of thousands of skeletons, primed and ready to invade.

      “Even now, your Navy is mobilizing in order to figure out how best to identify and handle this threat.” Francois grinned. “But they can’t kill that which is already dead, Caretaker. Their guns will be useless, and when I sink their ships, I will add their corpses to my army. Pele is a formidable opponent, but she values her people far more than the continued existence of those eggs. She will have to choose what she wishes to defend.”

      “This is madness.” Mike looked down from the map at Francois. “You would kill all those people? Just to live forever?”

      Francois laughed. “There is no obstacle I won’t surmount to achieve my goals. So when I speak of peace, I don’t simply mean that you will be left alone. You’re still a young man, Caretaker. Imagine the decades ahead, trying to live with the knowledge that you allowed so many to be slaughtered. Tomorrow at dawn, should you not meet me on the shores of Hana with those eggs in hand, you will have war.”

      Mike suddenly felt very small in the Captain’s presence. This wasn’t just some assholes on his lawn anymore, or a demon making trouble on his property. Innocent people were about to become caught up in all this, families and children. He bit his lip in contemplation, trying to figure out the best course of action.

      There were only two possible outcomes. He could hand over the eggs, but Titania had already explained to him why he couldn’t do that. Francois was chasing immortality, but what else might he gain from acquiring the eggs? Mike looked up at Poseidon and remembered what Hestia had said about his temper. It was entirely possible that Captain Francois would return later to get revenge, and who knew what sort of powers he would have acquired then?

      So, no, handing over the eggs wasn’t an option. Mike lowered his gaze to the Captain, his mind racing with possibilities. A fight was coming, that was clear. But he was already in the middle of a fight of his own. The Sons of Sin and the Order had taken his children, which was the problem he wanted to tackle right now. Frankie and his bullshit were a secondary problem at best.

      But in his heart, Mike already felt pain for the people of Hawaii who didn’t know that their own lives and families were about to be torn apart. He clenched his fists and felt a rush of divine energy flow through him.

      “I need more time,” he said. “I can’t just bring you the eggs. They’re being incubated.”

      Francois shook his head. “I know for a fact that you have some sort of magical shortcut set up already. The eggs will be fine outside of their incubator as long as they come straight to me.”

      “What about the Order?” asked Mike, desperate for something to cling to. “They’re gonna be pissed when they realize you’re about to ruin their whole ‘magic doesn’t exist’ shtick.”

      The Captain laughed. “Why do you think I want those eggs by tomorrow morning? Even if they could pull their shit together, the Order couldn’t mobilize a proper response by then, not on an island that is several hours away from anywhere by plane.” He snapped his fingers, and the ground around him rippled like water. “You’ve got around fourteen hours, Caretaker. Make the right choice.”

      “And what if I said no?” Mike’s whole body tingled. “What if I said I would stop you?”

      Captain Francois smirked. “Allow me to answer your question with an expression you Americans are so fond of using.” The man chuckled and crossed his arms. “You and what army?”

      With those words, he stepped forward and slid through the ground. Poseidon vanished as well, leaving Mike with Hestia and Kisa. They stood in silence, but Mike could tell that Hestia was seething. He could literally feel it in her bones, the desire to rip Francois to shreds. The man was attacking all that she, as the goddess of hearth and home, held dear.

      “Mike?” Kisa stepped away from the hedges, her tail drooping behind her. “What are we gonna do?”

      “I don’t know.” Mike looked around and found a carved stone bench to sit on. When he sat, he had to stand back up and fiddle around with the fabric of his skirt to keep it from bunching. “Little help here.”

      Hestia took over and casually smoothed down the fabric so he could sit comfortably. Kisa sat next to him and put her head in his lap so she could look up at him between his cleavage. He stroked her hair, trying his best not to puke. Could he even throw up in this place?

      “What should I do?” he asked aloud, his emotions now overflowing into his eyes. He needed to save his kids. But he also had a duty as the Caretaker. His family was his world, but the actual world also needed his help. “Hestia?”

      “I’m afraid I cannot advise you in this,” she replied.

      “Why? Is this another stupid rule?”

      “No.” The goddess’s lip trembled. “I am uncertain what the answer is. Those children…you see, in all the years I have been part of the great game, I have yet to see or experience a family like yours. Former Caretakers took many lovers, but rarely were there ever children of any sort to walk my halls. I have watched your children learn and grow before my very eyes and think of them as my own.

      “But as the goddess of hearth and home, I can almost feel the coming agony of those who will lose their loved ones. I am no warrior, my beloved Caretaker, and cannot offer you a strategy based on experience. Instead, all I have are opinions, and I’m afraid to color your decision with words of my own.”

      “Fuck.” Mike stared into the distance. Kisa moved up on the bench and put her head on his shoulder.

      “By the way, it’s freaky to watch you talk to yourself like that.” The cat girl nuzzled his breasts affectionately. “Do you want to hear what I think?”

      “Yeah.” Mike laughed and wiped a tear from his eyes. “I would love to hear advice from anybody at this point. I’m feeling stuck.”

      “Just because you’re the Caretaker doesn’t mean you aren’t also a dad. Or a husband. Or a lover.” Kisa wrapped her arms around his waist. “You can still be all those things, so quit thinking like only one of them. That piece of shit told you there were some unspoken rules of the great game. I think I’ve thought of a couple unspoken rules of my own that might help.”

      “Okay. Let’s hear them.”

      Kisa let go of Mike and moved to face him. She took his hand in her own and gave him a long look. In it, he could see a reflection of all his emotions. As his familiar, he could tell their emotions were in sync. “Captain Francois brought up the great game for a reason. He tried to take you out so he could just walk in and grab those eggs for himself. But he couldn’t. The guy fucked up. So what does he do next? He’s chosen the nuclear option and is gonna go all undead Normandy on us.”

      Mike sighed. “I’m aware.”

      “But, and here’s the really big question, why is he giving you time to think about it? If he knows you’ve got a secret shortcut, why not just tell you to bring him the eggs by dinnertime? Or be a big dick and demand them now?” Kisa put her hands on her hips. “If he doesn’t want the Order showing up, why give you such a long time frame to plan for something?”

      “Because…” Mike looked down at his lap and frowned. Why had the Captain given them such a long time frame? What was so special about daybreak? If Mike didn’t bring the eggs, then Francois would⁠—

      “Nightmarchers.” Mike looked up at Kisa with wide eyes. “They actually came out early, and it seems like they were hunting him specifically. He’s afraid they’ll do it again, because I bet there are easily thousands of them.”

      “Shit, that’s right!” Kisa hopped up and down. “The Nightmarchers might help us!”

      “So that’s probably why he has a sunrise deadline. Once they come into play, he knows he’s fucked.”

      Kisa nodded. “But that also means he thinks he can take the eggs before sundown. If he doesn’t, then the marchers show up and ruin everything for him. So that’s our deadline. If we stall him until sundown, we win. Who do you think will help?”

      “The merfolk. Well, maybe.” Mike frowned. He really didn’t like the idea of asking anyone to potentially die for a cause that was his alone. “Why is it that the marchers can’t come out during the day?”

      “That’s probably something you should ask Pele. The Order knows them pretty well, so Ingrid might know too.” Kisa bit her lip.

      Mike nodded. At least he felt like they had some options and avenues to explore. “Okay, so let’s get intel on the marchers and then see if the Order and merfolk might be able to help us out. What else should we do?”

      “Well, that brings me back to those rules. We’re all caught up in the Order’s rules, the great game’s rules, all that shit. What if we just stopped caring? Well, about the ones that aren’t enforced, anyway. I bet the Captain thinks we’re going to try to keep everything quiet so as not to upset the balance. But if we do end up fighting Francois, everyone on the island is going to see it. So why not go balls to the wall and give them a show they’ll never forget?”

      “I…” Mike looked up. “Hestia, if we did something like that, would it cause a problem?”

      “Several, actually.” The goddess made a face. “But the great game itself does not forbid it. You will gather plenty of attention from other…interested parties though.”

      “Unspoken rule number one: thou shalt not do magic in public. Francois doesn’t care, so no longer do we.” Kisa held up a finger for emphasis. “So let’s break that rule and give them hell.”

      “You said you had two unspoken rules.”

      “Unspoken rule number two.” Kisa’s ears went flat on her head, and her voice became hard. “You don’t fuck with the Radley family. That’s a rule he’s already broken, and it’s time he pays up.”

      “While I agree with the sentiment, I’m not sure how that helps us.”

      “You’ve got a house full of very angry people who could really use something to do right now.” The cat girl narrowed her eyes. “Francois didn’t just call you out. He called us all out. This isn’t just your fight. It belongs to all of us.”

      Mike took a deep breath in through his nose, then let it out. The cat girl was right. This was a problem everyone could contribute to. “Can we stay here for a little bit?” he asked the goddess.

      “You can. Why?”

      Mike cracked his knuckles and gestured with his hands. Before him, a trio of game boards appeared, all of them packed with different pieces that represented a member of his household. There were also hundreds of tiny little rat figurines. Kisa knelt by the closest board to inspect a figurine that looked identical to her.

      “Because I intend to use the extra time to come up with a plan.” Mike picked up Beth’s piece, the figurine warm in his hand. He studied it for several long moments, then set it back down. “We may be here a while.”

      Kisa looked up from her figurine. “Does my butt really look this big?”

      “Yes.”

      The cat girl smirked. “Good.”

      ---

      Mike opened his eyes to see that Beth was kneeling in front of him with a look of concern on her face. His eyes dipped briefly to the valley of cleavage this had put in his face, but it was mainly out of reflex. In that brief moment, his magic reached out for hers, causing Beth’s cheeks to turn bright red.

      “How long was I out?” he asked.

      “Maybe a minute?” Beth stood back and offered a hand. “Naia said you were communing with Hestia.”

      “I was. That place is like the Dreamscape, I was there for…” He frowned, unable to quantify the time spent. Had it been hours? Days? It didn’t really matter. He let Beth help him to his feet. “I’ve got bad news. I met with the Captain in the garden of the gods. He’s planning to kill everyone on Maui if I don’t hand over the clutch Di is guarding.”

      “What?” Beth took a step back in shock. “How?”

      “The guy has been saving up undead for centuries and is gonna let them all loose. We have until sunrise tomorrow in Hawaii to figure out how to stop him and protect the residents.”

      “But that’s…” Beth cut herself off with a wave of her hand. “How are we going to do it?”

      “I need your help. I need everybody’s help.” He looked at Eulalie. “You still have all those government contacts from doing odd jobs for them, right?”

      “I do, but…” Eulalie fidgeted with her hands. “What about the kids?”

      Mike narrowed his eyes. “I stayed much longer after the Captain left. I have a plan for the kids.” It had been a constant back-and-forth among himself, Hestia, and Kisa. Among the three of them, they had hotly debated all the possible outcomes as well as identified the ones that were most likely to succeed. “I have a plan for everything.”

      “There’s my little Boy Scout.” Lily sauntered over and leaned her head on Mike’s shoulder. “Always prepared for anything.”

      “I’ve come to expect the unexpected. Beth, I need you back in Maui.”

      She bit her lower lip and looked up at him. “What do you need me to do?”

      “First, you’re going to speak with Pele. You’ll like her, she’s really nice. We need to know why the Nightmarchers only come out when it’s dark, and to see if we can bypass that somehow. If we can get the marchers to come out during the day, we stand a very strong chance of saving the people who live on the island. I also want you to talk with the merfolk and get them on our side. We’re going to need their help as well.”

      Beth nodded. “I’ll do my best.”

      “I know you will.” Mike felt his phone vibrate. He pulled it from his pocket and saw that it was a text. “It’s Ingrid. She’s letting me know that dickhead is on his way back and that she could use our help. ” He handed the phone to Lily. “You’re my liaison with the Order. I need you to go as me, but take it seriously. No funny business. You know their people better than I do. Don’t just agree to helping them. Make them offer their help to us. I don’t want to get caught up in another pissing match with their higher-ups. Stay visible, I want Francois to think you’re me.”

      “Let’s play the sexy shell game again.” Lily’s features rippled, and she became Mike. “I’ll try to remain the center of attention,” she said in his voice.

      The back door of the home slammed open. Mike looked over to see Tink storming out, her yellow eyes tinged with red. Kisa was close behind her, a worried look on her face. Tink threw a dirty look at Lily-Mike and moved to stand in front of Mike.

      “Did Kisa explain what happened?” he asked.

      The goblin nodded.

      Mike sighed. “Good. What I need from you is⁠—”

      “No.”

      Mike blinked in surprise and noticed how quiet the backyard suddenly was. He looked at the others to see his own surprise mirrored in their faces.

      “Why not?” Mike asked.

      “Tink go after baby legs.” The goblin stepped forward to stare directly up at Mike. “Nobody stop Tink.”

      “That’s not going to happen. Tink, I know you want to go after the kids, but I need you somewhere else. Other families are in just as much danger, and I think you might be the only one who can figure out how to help them. You’re the smartest person here by a long shot, which is why you’re going to be in charge of everything over in Maui. Kisa will explain the plan we came up with, and I know you’ll make it a hundred times better. Between your brain and Eulalie’s tech, we have a chance of winning.”

      “Tink refuse.” The goblin bared her teeth at him. “Go save kids.”

      “How are you going to do that?” Mike tapped the edge of Tink’s goggles. “Are you planning to steal a car and catch up with the others? Shoot everyone you see until you find them?”

      The goblin’s lower lip quivered. “Tink do anything for family.”

      “Then I need you to trust me, to believe me when I say that the best place for you is over there.” He looked up at the others. “Eulalie, you and Tink will take point on this. You’re also going to need the rats, all of them. Reggie, where are you?”

      “Caretaker.” The rat king hopped onto the edge of the fountain and bowed. “I am at your service.”

      “You have roughly twelve hours to figure out how and where to evacuate an entire island using portals.” Amymone actually gasped at this. Lily broke into wild laughter.

      “Are you sure that’s the best idea?” asked Ratu, lines of concern on her forehead.

      “No, I’m not.” Mike looked at her sadly. “But it’s what I’ve got. You’re going with Tink. Everyone able to leave must go and help. It’s the only chance we have. Whatever decision she makes, no matter how insane it sounds, do it.” He looked back at the goblin. “Because I believe in her.”

      “Husband no go?” The goblin wiped her nose with the back of her hand.

      “Not yet.” He smiled and knelt so they were at eye level with each other. “The reason I don’t want you going after the kids is because I am. In the same way I believe in you, I need you to believe in me.”

      Tink sniffled. “Tink always believe in husband.”

      “I know.” He shifted her goggles to place a kiss on her forehead. “And once I bring the kids home, I’ll come find you. Then you can fill me in on the beautiful plan you’ve devised.” He stood up straight and looked at the others. “So I guess I’ll see you all in Hawaii.”

      “Not fair.” Amymone pouted with her arms crossed. “Being stationary bites. I suppose you’re just gonna leave Naia and me to watch the house while you’re all gone?”

      “I can seal the front entrance by shifting the earth.” Ratu started walking toward the back door. “They’ll have to climb the walls to get in.”

      “I’ll see if the centaurs will shoot anyone who tries. They can be here for when the kids return. Hey, the Jabberwock is still around, right?” Mike tried to look at Yuki, then remembered she wasn’t there.

      Eulalie made a face. “It is, but someone needs to hose it off. It’s…a messy eater.”

      “Between the Jabberwock and the lions, we should be okay.” Mike rubbed his forehead in frustration. Even though his body was fine, his brain felt tired. “Sorry, trying to keep everything straight. I need to get ready. Ratu, when you’re done sealing the entrance up, feel free to alter the walls to make them harder to scale. Before you head back to Maui, you should grab the wand of Osiris. We need every edge we can get.”

      “What if Isis comes for it?” asked Beth.

      “Even better. We could ask her to help us with our problem in exchange for its return.” Ever since claiming the phallus of Osiris, Mike had tried various methods of contacting the goddess but had failed. He sometimes wondered if she was like Freya and had hidden herself away to avoid the gaze of the Others.

      Ratu bowed her head in acknowledgment and then walked into the house. Mike turned to Beth. “Come with me.”

      The two of them went inside, followed by some of the others. Eulalie squirmed through a portal to her lair in the Library along with Reggie and a bunch of rats. Tink and Kisa went upstairs to the bedroom, most likely for a proper change of clothes. Mike walked into the living room and looked around for several seconds before addressing a lamp by the front door.

      “Hey, buddy, how are you doing?”

      A thin metal arm peeled away from the base of the lamp and waved at him.

      “I’m gonna need the grimoire.” Mike turned his back on Ticktock, and Beth followed his lead. There was a flumping sound, and when they looked back at the mimic, it was a small treasure chest that opened with a chime. Inside lay the grimoire of Morgan le Faye. Mike picked up the book and patted the mimic affectionately. “Thanks.”

      “What are you doing?” asked Beth.

      “Breaking an unspoken rule of my own.” Mike held up the book. “I need a quick primer on how to use it.”

      Beth stared hungrily at the book. “It’s addictive,” she muttered, looking up at Mike. “A shortcut that shouldn’t be taken.”

      “Tonight is the night for shortcuts. I’m going to use this to get my kids back if I have to.” Mike cracked open the book and studied the blank pages within. The paper glowed ominously as words magically wrote themselves across the page.

      “I guess, but even Yuki couldn’t track them with magic. The book is powerful, but if they’ve been hidden properly, it’s not something you can just brute force.” Beth frowned. “Not without using the more powerful stuff, anyway. But even looking at those pages might kill you.”

      He waved a hand dismissively. “Oh, the book isn’t for tracking them. I already know how I’m going to do that.”

      “So then what is it for?”

      “Creative problem solving.” He snapped the book shut. “Getting the kids back is too important. Be prepared, remember? I promise I’ll only use it if I have to.” His mind immediately went to Emily and the power that had eventually corrupted her. Hestia had warned him about using the grimoire for anything that wasn’t a natural extension of his own abilities, and he intended to heed her advice.

      Beth sighed. “Just think about what you need the magic to do,” she said. “Then open the book or flip the pages. It senses what you need and then shows it to you.”

      “Thank you.” Mike stared at the tome, then looked over at Ticktock. “Want to come with me? There will probably be snacks.”

      The treasure box hopped up and down in excitement. When nobody was looking, there was a leathery snap and the mimic became a backpack. Mike put the grimoire back in Ticktock and then slung it onto his shoulders.

      “You’ve got plenty of energy today,” he said, patting the straps. “Did you eat earlier?”

      One of the backpack flaps unzipped, and a red fabric tongue lolled out. The Caretaker tightened the straps and moved toward the back door, but Beth stopped him.

      “Let me talk to the centaurs for you,” she said, then leaned forward to kiss him on the cheek. “Go get your kids. Stay alive.”

      “Beth.” Mike gazed into her eyes and then kissed her on the mouth. She melted into him but only for a moment. Her magic sang out to his, causing it to resonate inside his body. When their kiss broke, Mike smiled and let out a sigh.

      “It’s gonna be a long day,” he said, then moved toward the front door. “If you’ll excuse me, I have a tree to catch.”

      “You know where to go?”

      He nodded. “I just have to follow Bigfoot’s trail.”

      “Weren’t you going to change?”

      “Oh, right. I forgot.” He headed for the stairs and stopped at the bottom. “Hey, you still in there?” Mike poked the collar of his shirt. Daisy popped free and hovered in front of him. “I need your sisters’ help. Go get them. Oh, and please find me some rats.”

      Mike jogged up the stairs to his bedroom and changed into clothes that didn’t stink of ash. By the time he finished, a few furry figures stood in his doorway.

      “I need some of you guys to come with me,” he said as he tied his shoes. The rats looked at one another in hesitation, their whiskers vibrating with anxiety. “It’s not for anything dangerous,” Mike assured them. “I just need you around to open a portal for the kids after I find them is all.”

      After some chittering back and forth, one of them stepped forward and did a little head bob.

      “We come,” it said, and the rats gathered around his feet. They followed him down the stairs to the front room where Eulalie stood, her eyes on his while he descended.

      “Mike.” The arachne held up her weapon. “Take Mace with you.”

      “Thank you.” Mike held out his hand, and the enchanted weapon flew into it. He hefted the weapon over his shoulder. “I’m starting to feel like a one-man army here.”

      There was a loud bang from the back of the house, and all four fairy girls came shooting around the corner, leaving glittering trails behind them. They giggled as they flew, then landed on the head of Mace.

      “Forward!” shouted Olivia.

      “To victory!” added Carmina.

      “Death to our enemies!” Cerulea pumped her hand so hard that she fell off and had to fly back up.

      “Good luck.” Eulalie stepped aside to allow him to pass.

      Mike opened the front door and walked out onto the porch. He stared in horror at what was left of his yard, as well as what remained all over it. “That…is a lot of blood.”

      “Watch your step,” Cerulea said from atop Mace.

      “No slipping!” added Carmina.

      Olivia put a hand over her mouth and gagged. Daisy just shook her head and signed at Mike.

      “Yeah, let’s go.” He walked across the yard to find the Jabberwock, its stomach bulging out at an awkward angle. If he didn’t know better, he’d believe what it looked like, which was that the beast had swallowed a car whole. The Jabberwock listened to its new orders and then shifted to take up a new napping location by the house. Its stomach bounced on the ground as it walked, causing the creature to wobble dangerously. Before it could reach the front porch, it made a retching sound and then vomited up the gore-covered front half of a black Suburban.

      “I definitely don’t want to see what comes out next,” Mike muttered as he turned away. He heard the Jabberwock wretch again, followed by a noise that could only be described as a bag of soup hitting concrete. The rats at his feet gasped in horror. Cerulea dropped onto his collar and squirmed inside his shirt.

      Mike spoke with the plants on his property and was led to a small copse of trees in one corner. They had been planted shortly after Amymone returned to life and were thriving quite well, though some of their leaves were scorched. A portal opened in one of them, and Mike stepped through, emerging at a local park.

      He traveled in this manner, bouncing across the city as he traced Bigfoot’s path. The trees were extremely eager to share that they had seen the cryptid come marching through. He was essentially a celebrity, and trees loved to gossip. Roughly twenty minutes later, Mike found himself in the middle of the woods. He stopped for a moment and cocked his head.

      “Do you feel that?” he asked the fairies. The sensation was similar to hiding beneath a blanket, and it took him a minute to realize he couldn’t sense Kisa’s presence. Stepping back through the tree’s portal, he could once again sense the cat girl.

      “Looks like I’m where I need to be.” Mike stepped back through and asked the nearest trees if they could point him in the direction of Bigfoot or the others. They rustled as if the wind passed through their branches, his mind filled with brief emotional snapshots of Bigfoot, Dana, and Yuki. Jenny was likely being carried and was beneath the tree’s notice.

      “All right, girls, your time to shine.” He snapped his fingers, and the fairies moved to hover in front of him. “Track down the others. Let them know I’m here and have a way to find the kids. Daisy, you’ll stay with me so your sisters can bring the others back.”

      The yellow fairy saluted and buzzed into his shirt pocket. The other fairies shot off into the woods, spiraling upward to get a better view. Mike looked down at the rats by his feet.

      “Keep up with me, but stay back a bit. If things get violent, I want you to hide. Let me know right away if you find an abandoned shed or something we can use to put a portal in.”

      The rats nodded their understanding and clustered together off to the side. Mike summoned a hovering ball of light in his hands and sent it forward to light his way into the forest. The air was filled with the sounds of insects and chirping bats, and he looked up in the sky to see that a pair of stars had already emerged.

      He made a soft hissing sound in the back of his throat and then used the banshee’s cry to amplify it. The sound itself was barely perceivable by human ears, but it wasn’t humans he was looking for.

      If there was a secret base in the woods, great care had gone into concealing its presence. With it being undetectable by electronic or magical means, Mike was betting it was probably expertly camouflaged, maybe even hidden below ground. What he needed was someone who knew the woods, somebody who could pass into such a place unnoticed and overlooked. The insects of the forest went silent as the arachnids emerged from their hiding spots, crawling down from the trees and emerging from the litter of the woods to gather around Mike’s feet. He told them what he was looking for and asked if they knew of any place where a bunch of humans had built a nest of their own or if they had seen his daughter.

      None of the spiders in this part of the woods knew anything, but they were so entranced by the idea of Grace that they offered to help. They all understood the idea that their brood must survive at all costs and empathized with Mike’s plight. The rats gathered on a stump to watch in horror as hundreds of spiders shifted beneath them in a pool of legs, then spiraled out into the forest to spread the word. Nodding in satisfaction, Mike checked Ticktock’s straps once more and gave Mace a casual toss into the air where the magical weapon hovered in place.

      “Follow me,” he said as he picked a random direction and started walking. The spiders leaped and jumped away from him, chittering in their own language to all who would listen. As the fastest spiders carried the message out to the rest of the woods, the slower ones gathered behind Mike to form a river of legs and hair that draped behind him like an ominous cloak that was darker than his mood.

      ---

      The underground facility bore the silence of a tomb, despite the number of people stationed at the top floor. Bored mercenaries could be seen quietly playing cards as they maintained position, and one squad had huddled around a cell phone that was playing a John Wick movie. Cyrus watched them all from the comparative comfort of the comms room, his back to a new bank of monitors that displayed data from motion sensors along with thermal imaging.

      “Got another hit.” One of the men watching the consoles stood from his chair. “Sector 5.”

      Cyrus turned and watched as the main monitor changed channels to reveal a blurry figure sprinting across a clearing. Though the resolution wasn’t great, it was clear the intruder was feminine and had multiple tails.

      “Damn.” Dirk sat back in his seat and sipped his coffee. “How far out?”

      “Fifteen miles.” The operator looked at Dirk. “So two miles farther than last contact.”

      “Good.” Dirk gestured at the monitors. “They’re sniffing around but not getting anywhere.”

      The mood in the room relaxed once more, and Cyrus turned to face the hangar bay. For the last two hours, there had been numerous sightings in the forest, but none of them seemed to come close to the entrance. There were at least two people searching the woods now. Cyrus had learned early on that the dead zone that had been set up by the society so many years ago was nearly four hundred square miles. The area was warded against any sort of wireless or magical communication, and there were a number of enchantments that regularly swept the area for tracks and then erased them. As long as nobody opened the doors and wandered out, they could hole up here for months without detection.

      There was also a rumor that an escape tunnel was buried deep beneath the facility just in case of a breach, but Cyrus had been unable to confirm its existence. That would have made escaping with the children way easier.

      Staring out at the mercenaries guarding the hangar, the mage let out an impatient grunt. Part of the reason he was even up here was that he had heard about Mike’s family searching the forest. Originally, he had hoped they would end up nearby and he could simply go all out in an effort to blast through the hangar door and attract their attention. But clearly that wasn’t an option either.

      A side door opened, and a short man carrying a stack of folders walked out. He looked at Cyrus and jerked a thumb over his shoulder.

      “They’ll see you now.”

      “Thanks.” Cyrus walked past the man and into a darkened room with leather chairs and a mahogany desk. Darius was reclined in the leather seat, still wearing his sunglasses. Standing at the corner of the desk was Elizabeth, her arms crossed as she stared at a large screen on the wall that displayed a snapshot of the video feed Cyrus had just watched.

      This was the other reason he had come. He paused long enough to close the door behind him and then cleared his throat. “Evening,” he said.

      “Master Cyrus.” Elizabeth didn’t move, but her eyes slid over in his direction. “You have something to report?”

      He nodded. “A concern, actually. But I would like to preface my statements by saying that there are no issues with the children and that they are still confined.”

      “I see.” Elizabeth turned to face him. “Please. Continue.”

      “We seem to have a chain-of-command problem, and I wanted some clarification.” Cyrus looked over at Darius, who hadn’t even moved yet. “Regarding Sister Laurel and the Order.”

      “Is there a problem?”

      “There is. Sister Laurel seems to believe she should be in charge and keeps giving orders that countermand my own.”

      Elizabeth raised an eyebrow. “And you can’t handle her?”

      Cyrus shrugged. “Well, that’s the thing. She’s causing unnecessary discipline issues for me that include your men. I tell your people one thing, then she tells them to do something different. When I confront her, she becomes belligerent. I shouldn’t have to explain why this will cause future problems for all of us. I guess I’m uncertain why you included her in the first place. Surely you saw how she fell apart back at the Radley estate.”

      “Ah, right, right.” Elizabeth looked over at Darius, but the man hadn’t budged. If Cyrus didn’t know better, the man was either asleep or dead. “I believe that may be my fault. I strongly insinuated she would be in a leadership role here, and perhaps she has taken my word a bit too far.”

      The mage nodded. “That’s what she’s been telling your people. Let me be up front. I’m in this for the money. You tell me to jump, I’ll ask how high because you’re paying me enough. But you hired me as an expert. In my expert opinion, Laurel needs to go. She and the Order are a massive liability.”

      “Hmm.” Elizabeth contemplated his words, then glanced over at Darius. “It’s probably time for us to have a more…formal conversation with her, anyway. The whole point of hiring you was specifically for your experience in this area. When you next see her, please send her our way.”

      “I shall.” Cyrus threw one last glance at Darius. Was the man even breathing?

      “You’re dismissed.” Elizabeth’s tone was suddenly hard, and Cyrus snapped to attention. Something weird was going on here, and he wondered how he could use it to his advantage. He gave both of them a mock salute as if nothing was wrong and then spun on his heels to leave. Out in the control room, he saw that Dirk had gotten out of his chair and was standing inches away from one of the monitors.

      “What the hell am I looking at?” he asked as he fiddled with a knob by the screen that adjusted the contrast. The blurry figure in the video looked roughly ten feet tall. “Bigfoot?”

      Cyrus walked past the men as they broke into a debate and headed for the elevator. It had been a couple of hours since he had last checked on the kids and brought them some bedding. He doubted they were asleep and thought it would be a good idea to check on them. Sadly, there was very little he could do to bring them any sort of comfort other than keep them company.

      If he was correct, Yuki, Bigfoot, and Dana were out in the woods. Was there a way he could get any of them a message? He wondered if Dana had brought her drones. Could she even use them out here? What if he could breach the gates and set the woods on fire? That would probably get everyone’s attention.

      The wait for the elevator felt longer than normal. Was it just nerves? Anxiety? When it arrived, Cyrus stepped inside and gazed down the hallway into the hangar. The SoS soldiers were being so quiet that he couldn’t hear them. As the doors slid shut, he wondered how many of them would die by his hand and when. Would it be tomorrow? Two days from now?

      He leaned against the wall and tapped his fingers nervously on the metal railing. What he needed was an ally, someone who could watch his back. Hell, he would take being able to ask someone for advice, even if it was Lily.

      He chuckled to himself when he wondered what Lily would do. She would shape-shift, no doubt, and find a way to pick people off one at a time. But how did that translate to him?

      See if anyone has an old man fetish. He could almost hear her voice in his mind. I bet someone there wouldn’t mind a rim job from a man who can’t even trim his beard right.

      As usual, dwelling on Lily didn’t help him out. He thought back to all the times she had come to visit him, to keep an old soldier company, as she had said. For the first year or so, he had wondered what her game was, but it had occurred to him one day that maybe she was just as lonely as he was. An outsider that didn’t quite fit in with anyone.

      No, that wasn’t true. The succubus had a family who accepted her for who she was. Cyrus stopped tapping his fingers and stood as the elevator slowed. Lily hadn’t come to visit him because she was lonely. She had come because she knew he was.

      You’re so moody. That was what she would say right now, then make a comment about his scrotum, or about how he should hit up the widow down the hall for a blow job. The woman had brought him cookies a couple of times, but he hadn’t been interested. His attention was typically for the Radley house.

      His interest had been academic at first, but that was a lie he still told himself. The truth was, he enjoyed his lunches with Mike. The two of them spoke of magic and the world around them, usually avoiding any talk of what lay within the walls of Mike’s home. Cyrus liked to think the two of them had become friends.

      Oh, and Death! How many cups of tea had the two of them shared? How many maps had they pored over together? Cyrus would speak at length about the places he had been, and Death would listen quietly, the azure flames of his eyes flickering in interest. They spoke of wars, and books, and the life Death had found among the Radley family.

      It was a life Cyrus now realized he so desperately wanted.

      Shaking his head, Cyrus stepped out of the elevator. If he had to choose someone to talk to right now, it would be Death. The reaper would listen to his problems and then offer him a cup of tea.

      “This is an herbal blend,” Cyrus whispered under his breath in Death’s voice. “It will help calm your nerves and soothe your tummy.” He smiled to himself. A cup of tea would be really nice right now.

      “Hey!” Laurel’s voice echoed down the hallway. “I’m talking to you!”

      Groaning, Cyrus broke into a jog. When he got to the cells, he saw Laurel had pressed her forehead against the glass of Callisto’s cell. Her people stood by with awkward looks on their faces as the woman screamed at the centaur.

      “What’s going on here?” asked Cyrus.

      “The boy started taunting her,” said one of the guards. “Sir,” he added.

      “And you’re just letting this happen?”

      The guard shrugged. “You said not to let anybody in. This is…not that, sir.”

      The other guard piped up. “And he started it. The girl refused to lie down, and the boy said it was because she sleeps with her doll at night, that spooky one.”

      Cyrus watched in amazement as Laurel continued to shriek at Callisto through the glass. The centaur just smirked at her and turned around to show her his ass.

      “Come play with me… Come play with me.” Callisto did a little dance as he spoke in an imitation of Jenny’s voice. “Let’s play a game, little girl, oooooooooh.”

      “Shut up! Shut the fuck up!” Laurel’s eyes were bloodshot as she screamed, and her face was beet red now. Grace had scooted to the edge of her cell to press her own face against the glass.

      “Sister Laurel.” Cyrus looked at her teammates and cocked his head as if to say, “I told you so.” The Knights and mages looked away, painfully aware he had been right all along. “Sister Laurel.”

      “Why don’t you come out here and say that to me?!” Laurel hit the glass with her fist. “Oh, that’s right, because you can’t!”

      Callisto flipped her the bird. Grace mimicked her brother moments later with both hands.

      “Sister Laurel.” Cyrus put his hand on the glass next to hers, and the woman looked up at him. Her eyes were feral when they settled on his, but Laurel took a deep breath and recomposed herself.

      “Cyrus.” She said his name like a curse.

      “Darius wishes to speak with you.” He tilted his head toward the elevator. “Right now, please.”

      “What did you do?” she whispered, her voice like nails on a chalkboard.

      He shook his head. “Nothing. Darius, the man in charge of this place, asked me to send you upstairs right now to have a word with him about your leadership role.”

      “Well, good, then.” She sneered at him. “Because there are a few things I want to talk to him about too.”

      He grimaced as she stormed off, followed by a pair of Knights. When he looked inside the cell, he saw that the centaur had a shit-eating grin.

      “You shouldn’t antagonize her.”

      Callisto shrugged. “I’m just a child. Not my fault she’s too fragile for this line of work.”

      One of the guards snorted. Cyrus looked over at Grace, who was once again staring straight ahead without blinking. “Is it true that she sleeps with Jenny at night?”

      The centaur nodded. “It actually is. And no, I can’t explain it. Even I think it’s weird.”

      “You seem so much older than your age.”

      “Centaurs mature quickly.” Callisto sounded tough, but Cyrus could see through the facade. The boy was picking at the edges of his shirt, the fabric already fraying in places. “Especially when they get abducted by assholes.”

      “You shouldn’t swear like that,” said one of the mages.

      “You shouldn’t abduct children, cocksucker.” Callisto gave the Order the finger as well. “Just wait until my dad gets here, he’s going to mess you up.”

      “Your dad is in Hawaii, pony boy.” One of the guards grinned. “He left you behind because you don’t matter.”

      Callisto flinched as if physically struck. Cyrus turned to the adults in the room and crossed his arms.

      “I’m instituting quiet time,” he said, his voice stern. “That’s an order.”

      Everyone else wandered away from the cell, and Cyrus shook his head. The people assigned to this unit seemed to think watching these children was just a game, that they were harmless. If they only knew the truth about Grace…

      He looked over at the arachne, who sat calmly on the floor with her legs tucked beneath her skirt. A terrible idea was beginning to form in his head, and he hated it. Looking around the room, he took a quick count of who was down there with them.

      There was a guard from the SoS on each door, but that was it. The Order team currently sat at six people, three mages and three Knights. He thought about the people upstairs, all waiting for action from the outside. Like Elizabeth had said, it had been a very long day and everybody was tired. Darius had even been nonresponsive. Everyone in the control room was monitoring the situation outside, and Cyrus hadn’t seen them check the interior cameras even once.

      It was going to be a roll of the dice. Cyrus was never one to gamble, but the odds would probably never be better. He walked over to Grace’s cell, used his key card to open it, and walked inside. The others weren’t paying much attention. After all, they thought Grace was just a scared little kid.

      “Hey.” Cyrus knelt next to the arachne. She looked up at him and bared her teeth in what he assumed was supposed to be a smile. “They say you can’t sleep without your doll. Is this true?”

      Grace nodded. Cyrus looked over his shoulder to see if the others were paying attention. The guards seemed bored, and the Order were just standing around and chatting.

      “I can’t sleep either.” He put out his arms. “Want to go sit with your brother?”

      The arachne nodded and slid the slap bracelet out from her pocket. With a soft snap, the bracelet curled around her wrist, and he watched the fabric of her skirt shift beneath her as her extra legs vanished. He picked the little girl up and was immediately stopped by one of the guards.

      “What are you doing?”

      Cyrus tilted his head toward the other cell. “Putting her with her brother so they can sleep. This place may be a prison, but we’re not trying to punish them.”

      The man nodded and moved away. Cyrus opened the other cell door and walked inside. Callisto rose from his makeshift bedding and watched the mage with great curiosity as he brought Grace over and set her down next to her brother. He slid the magical ring onto his finger and gave it a twist.

      “Can either of you use magic?” he asked. Callisto shook his head. Grace just stared at him, but he knew the answer to that. Her kind had never shown the aptitude for it. “That’s fine,” he lied, then looked over his shoulder to see if he was being watched. He wasn’t.

      Sticking a hand into his pocket, he pulled out the protective amulet and handed it to the centaur along with his key card. He also removed a pair of rings and a silver bracelet.

      “Put these on when I walk out,” he whispered, then poked one of the rings. “That is for Grace. The rest are for you. The card will open the door if you need it.”

      “Shouldn’t she wear more?” Callisto asked, accepting the items.

      Cyrus shook his head. “You’re a bigger target and slower than she is.” He turned to see that they still weren’t being watched. Tugging at the sleeves of his coat to loosen them, he walked through the exit of the cell and pulled a rod from one of his inner pockets. The door slid shut behind him, and he waved over to the Order.

      “Which one of you idiots lost this in there?” he asked, holding up the rod. Curious, they came over to see what Cyrus was holding, the mages frantically checking their belts.

      “What is it?” asked the mage closest to Cyrus. The other two stepped around the woman, eager to figure out what he was holding.

      “Lightning rod.” Cyrus adjusted his grip and sent a pulse of mana directly into the device. The magic circulated through miles of intricately carved runes within it, which caused the temperature in the air to drop rapidly as millions of volts leaped from the head of the rod and blasted all three of them back. The resulting thunderclap was deafening, buying him an extra second to step to the side and strip one of the stunned guards of his sidearm.

      Without a word, Cyrus fired on both guards with it, putting four rounds in one and six in the other. By the time they slumped to the ground, the Knights were on him. He ducked beneath a fist that cracked the tempered glass of the cell wall, then drew a wand from another pocket that had a tip that glowed white hot. With a slashing motion, he sent a wave of compressed air directly into the first Knight, cutting him open from hip to shoulder. The man fell dead, and Cyrus took his blade from him.

      It was two on one now. The Knights stood on opposite sides of him, blades held ready to intercept any magical attack he made.

      “What are you doing?” One of the Knights shook her head in disbelief. Her eyes flicked to the cell. “I think he’s possessed!”

      Cyrus took a deep breath and tucked the air wand into his belt as he drew another rod from a different pocket and held it in his off hand. He placed his back against the wall so he could easily turn his head either direction to see his attackers.

      “Possessed with good sense, maybe.” Cyrus flicked the rod. A sheet of ice formed beneath the Knight, causing her to slip and fall when she stepped forward. The other Knight moved in to attack him, which Cyrus deftly parried. The Knight rained down blows in a fury, but Cyrus casually blocked or evaded them all. Though he wasn’t as strong as the Knight he faced, he had decades of experience training and sparring with them. “You rely far too much on brute strength, by the way.”

      The other Knight was almost to her feet. Cyrus swapped the rod for the wand and sent a wave of compressed air in her direction. Unlike her counterpart, she used her blade to block the attack, which sent her across the icy floor like a giant hockey puck. He brought up his sword in time to block the next attack, but the impact was hard enough that his whole arm went numb.

      “Give up, old man!” The Knight pressed his weight into Cyrus, forcing the old man down to his knees. Cyrus jammed the ice rod against the Knight’s hand and poured mana into it, freezing the man’s hand so quickly that the skin peeled from his knuckles. The Knight withdrew, leaping back and taking a defensive stance. When one of the mages nearby groaned, the Knight moved to stand over her.

      “It’s a battle of attrition.” The Knight knelt and helped the mage to her feet. The other two mages were also rising now, their eyes fixed on Cyrus as they readied their wands. “There’s only one of you, Cyrus. Give up.”

      Cyrus snorted, then shook out his arm. His fingers were tingling now, and he strengthened his grip on the sword. Swiftly tucking the ice rod back into his belt, he pulled out the lightning rod once more. A fine mist of particulates hovered in the air like a cloud, a result of the rapid changes in temperature and humidity. The element of surprise had gotten him far but not far enough. The missing Knight reappeared, blood running down from a cut in her forehead. It was five on one again.

      “That’s Master Cyrus to you.” The old man grinned as he identified the threat level of each of the implements the mages were using. He had learned once that some basic sleight of hand with a wand kept your enemies guessing, but clearly that wasn’t taught anymore. He knew what to expect the moment the mage on the left tensed up and sent mana through their fingers and into their wand. “Class is now in session.”

      One mage sent a barrage of dazzling lights directly above, which was meant to blind Cyrus. He closed one eye and squinted with the other, allowing him to see just enough that he was able to dodge out of the way of a nasty thrust from the Knight. Opening his good eye, he was able to duck beneath a fiery beam that carved a groove in the opposite wall. Using the ice rod, he created another sheet of ice on the floor to keep the others back.

      “Lightning rod is on a cooldown,” stated one of the mages. “It’ll blow him up if he uses it too quickly.”

      “Someone studied.” Cyrus raised the air wand in time to send a pressurized blast toward the nearest Knight. This also served to intercept the fireball that had come his way, which sent it careening into the wall. In the blast, he shoved the ice rod in his pocket and pulled out a rosary made of iron beads. Pinching the cross in one hand, he used the other to violently yank the beads away from his body. When the rosary broke, the iron beads fired away from him with enough force that two of the mages were knocked off their feet. The nearest Knight covered his face with both arms, his magical shield flashing with every impact.

      Cyrus kissed the cross and threw it at the Knight across the room. She flinched and swatted it out of the air. It clattered harmlessly to the floor, where she stared at it in suspicion. When nothing happened, she smirked at Cyrus.

      “You think you’re—” The Knight was cut off by the searing blast of holy light from the cross, which blew her off her feet.

      Cyrus turned to block an attack from the remaining Knight. “Self-defense rosary,” he explained. “For when the church itself is the nest.”

      The Knight drove his fist into Cyrus’s face. He took the hit and tumbled away, his back spasming when he rolled across the floor. Cyrus brought up the sword to block the next hit, then pointed the lightning rod at the Knight’s head.

      “Boom!” he shouted. The Knight dodged away, but the rod never went off. Cyrus chuckled and got to his feet. The mage who was standing held up a knife with a glowing tip, then cocked his arm back as if firing an imaginary arrow.

      “Ah, heart-seeker blade.” Cyrus frowned. “That’s…unfortunate.”

      The mage’s eyes flashed with victory, but then he was knocked to the ground by Callisto. The centaur started trampling the man, stomping as his hooves hit concrete and flesh. He looked up at Cyrus and grinned, unaware that the Knight had moved nearby.

      “No!” Cyrus held up his hands and watched in horror as the blade was brought down on the centaur. The amulet around Callisto’s neck flashed, knocking away what would have been a killing blow. Still, the tip of the blade sliced deep into the centaur’s face, causing the boy to cry out in shock and pain. Callisto stumbled and fell, staring at the blood on his hands in horror. That single moment of silence stretched for what felt like an eternity, broken only by the sound of an ominous hiss.

      Grace threw herself through the open cell door, using both her hands to swing her body toward the Knight. The man didn’t even have a chance to react as the arachne wrapped her arms around his waist and then lifted him clean off the floor, her slap bracelet rolling away.

      “BAD!” Grace declared, then slammed the man down onto the concrete. “BAD! BAD!”

      The man cried out once, then went limp as the small child repeatedly slammed him into the ground. The remaining mages looked at the little girl in horror, her arachnid features now on full display. One of them knelt to pick up the heart-seeker blade that had been dropped, but Cyrus pulled out the lightning rod and blasted both of them once more. The runes carved into the metal were glowing white hot, an indicator that the artifact was likely to burst if he used it again.

      Cyrus took a moment to survey the room, then lowered his weapons and sighed. He walked over to the arachne and put a hand on her head.

      “He’s done, Grace. Leave him alone.”

      The arachne hissed and dropped the unconscious Knight, then moved to where her brother sat. Callisto looked up at the two of them with tear- and blood-filled eyes. Grace pointed to the wound on his face.

      “Bad,” she informed them.

      “Am I dying?” Callisto asked, his lip quivering.

      “What?” Cyrus actually chuckled. “No, you’re not. Head wounds can bleed a lot is all. You’ll be fine,” he said, taking a moment to inspect the wound. “It’ll probably scar though.”

      “Oh.” Callisto looked at the blood on his hands and casually wiped them on his shirt. “My dad has scars, I’ve seen them.”

      “I’ve got a few myself.” Cyrus scratched at his beard, then stood. “Let’s take a moment to clean you up, and then we’re getting out of here.” He looked over at the arachne, who had picked up a dropped fire wand and was inspecting it. She opened her mouth to chew on the tip. “Don’t do that,” he said, then made an exploding motion with his hands. “This will be your head if you do.”

      “Bad.” She nodded knowingly, lowering the wand.

      “Yeah.” He couldn’t help but smile. “Bad.”
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      By the time Beth stepped through the portal to the secret volcano, the others had already arrived. She walked out of a small, thatched home into what looked like a village. Tink had dragged a table into the largest opening separating the houses and was having a very animated debate with Eulalie and Reggie. They were surrounded by dozens of rats who watched the conversation with twitching ears.

      Unsure if she should interrupt, Beth noticed a beautiful Hawaiian woman in a white dress watching from outside the ring of rats. Recognizing the divine aura right away, Beth skirted the group and walked over to the woman. When she arrived, she gave a polite bow.

      “My name is Beth,” she said, then looked up at the goddess. “Are you Pele?”

      The goddess didn’t move, but her eyes shifted away from the discussion to take Beth in. “I expected you sooner.”

      Beth nodded. “I was supposed to be here some time ago but had to speak with the centaurs before coming here. I apologize for my delay.”

      “The goblin referred to me as ‘hot rock island coochie’ when she got here.” Pele sniffed in indignation. “Then informed me the families on my island are in danger from bony fucks. So I’m still not entirely sure what is happening.”

      Chagrined, Beth gave a quick explanation to Pele of what had transpired. At numerous points, the ground rumbled ominously beneath them, but Pele didn’t otherwise react. When she finished talking, the goddess turned away and stared up toward the ridgeline of the mountains.

      Beth gave Pele a couple of minutes to digest the information, then cleared her throat and stepped forward. “When I’m done here, I’m supposed to drop in on what’s left of Paradise and speak to the merfolk. We need to know sooner rather than later if they will help the Order and us hold back Francois’s army.”

      “Hmph. I sincerely doubt they will. This is a landwalker issue, after all.”

      “Mike thought they might listen to you.”

      The goddess shook her head. “I doubt it. I am the one who boiled their people alive.”

      “And that’s exactly why you should.” Beth moved toward Pele and put her hand on the goddess’s shoulder. Pele’s skin was hot enough that Beth pulled her hand away. “They deserve to know why you did it and maybe what’s at stake.”

      “I think you and the Caretaker should prepare for further disappointment.” Pele turned, her hair billowing away from her as if carried on the breeze. “But I will do whatever it takes to save my people, even if it means wasting a few moments on the merfolk.”

      “Mike also wanted me to ask why the Nightmarchers can’t come out during the day. And please don’t say ‘because they’re called Nightmarchers.’”

      Pele frowned. “Why would I say that?”

      Beth shrugged. “Force of habit. I live with a man who acts like he can get into Heaven by telling dad jokes and a tree who only encourages his behavior.”

      “I…don’t know quite how to respond to that.” Pele smirked and sat on a nearby rock. “How much do you know about spirits?”

      “Less than I should. I sort of live with the grim reaper and have a dullahan as one of my boy toys. It does come up in conversation sometimes.” Beth leaned against a nearby tree. “I know a good chunk of a spirit’s behavior can depend on what they believed while alive.”

      Pele nodded. “For the Hawaiian people, they are tied to the land both physically and spiritually. The Nightmarchers are a manifestation of this bond, ancestral warriors that have sworn to protect their chieftains and this land from those who would harm it.”

      “Do they remain because they were buried here, or is it bigger than that?”

      “In many cultures, a spirit is attached to their resting place, or perhaps an object that holds great meaning. For the ancient warriors of Hawaii, this place wasn’t just somewhere to live. It was their forever home, a place that meant everything to all those who would come after. These warriors fought, bled, and died on this land, their bones interred in cliffs and secret caves that their mana could return to the soil and give back what they had taken from the island. As long as the spirit of Hawaii itself lives on, then so shall the Nightmarchers.”

      “I understand all this. But that doesn’t tell me why they only come out at night. We need their help during the day.”

      Tink shouted something particularly obscene, and both Beth and Pele leaned over to see who or what she was shouting at. The goblin was busy climbing one of Eulalie’s legs, while the arachne tried to shake her off. Quetzalli had joined them and was trying desperately to pull them apart.

      “Does the Caretaker really think she can handle this?” Pele scowled at the scene.

      “He trusts Tink implicitly. So do I.” Beth cleared her throat to regain Pele’s attention. “The Nightmarchers. How can we get them to manifest during the day?”

      Pele sighed, leaned back against the rock, and tucked a flower in her hair. “The spirits of the dead are beings of energy, in a way. They require energy to manifest in a physical sense, and this usually comes from the presence of living beings. All day long, the spirits will slumber and gather ambient life force on their own. But it’s a delicate balance. Too little and they don’t appear. Too much? They can burst.” She looked up into the sky and studied a cloud that had rolled over the lip of the volcano. “The sun can also provide this energy, but how do you contain it in a nonexistent vessel? It overwhelms them immediately unless they find a way to hold tremendous focus. They were able to manifest shortly before sundown when Francois tried to climb the mountain, but only because they had raw anger coupled with the shade of the trees to insulate them from the direct effects of the sun.”

      “So the spirits need an energy source, but the sun is too strong?”

      The goddess nodded. “That’s extremely reductive, but yes. Should you wish to summon the Nightmarchers, you would need to replicate both the insulating effects of nighttime while providing them a sufficient energy source to manifest.”

      “Fuck!” Tink fell off Eulalie just as the arachne leaped straight into a tree. Quetzalli stood between them, lightning crackling between her fingers. “Stupid fucking spark dragon, eat Tink’s ass!” The goblin jumped to her feet and tried to bite Quetzalli’s hand, but the dragon shocked her again.

      Beth stared at the three women, then grinned. “Done,” she said, then turned to face the goddess.

      “Done? You’ve figured out how to summon the marchers during the day?”

      “Yep. But that hinges on your ability to cause an eruption.”

      Pele rolled her eyes. “The only reason I don’t do it more often is that I like to treat each one as if it is a work of art. When you rush them, it can be rather boring.”

      “Good. Then let’s go to Paradise and speak with the Order and the merfolk.” Beth took Pele by the hand and pulled her to her feet. The goddess frowned, then looked at Beth’s hand.

      “You’re a brave one, aren’t you?”

      “Only because I don’t have the time to be scared.” Beth was already moving toward the hut with a portal to the Airbnb by Paradise. “Now c’mon. Let’s go back to Paradise and figure out what we can do to save your people.”

      ---

      Sarah opened new eyes to see her mother standing nearby with her arms crossed. Elizabeth had her head tilted to one side as she inspected Sarah’s new body.

      “Well?” It was a question her mother had asked dozens, if not over a hundred, times. Every body was a new experience, due in large part to what made a person unique in the first place. When Sarah first moved in, there could be mental limitations to bypass, poor mana channels that meant burning new ones, and even something as basic as a gluten allergy. Sometimes there was quite a bit of pain accompanying possession, which was always a warning sign that the body wouldn’t last long. Other times, the new meat suit felt like a comfortable sweater, or even a well-worn jacket.

      Bodies rarely lasted more than a few days, especially when Sarah was forced to rely on magic. Over at the conference table, Darius’s corpse had been arranged to look as if he was taking a nap while still wearing his sunglasses. Upon closer inspection, anyone could see that the man’s eyes had burst, a result of the power required to subvert an entire village full of angry centaurs.

      But this body was different. Many times in the past, Sarah had worn corpses of the Order, marveling at their strength and durability. Not only was this body perfectly suited to the kind of magic Sarah wanted to wield, but Laurel herself had been extremely easy to dispose of. Sometimes it was all Sarah could do just to suppress somebody’s mind, but Laurel had been easy. The woman had been broken on a psychological level, and it had been no challenge for Sarah to scoop away what was left until the mage had simply given up and died. As a result, the intrusion had been almost effortless.

      Sarah raised her new hand and curled the fingers in, casually summoning heat into her fingertips. With a snap of her fingers, fire sparked to life and hovered above the palm of her hand. Pain immediately rushed up her arm, and she allowed the spell to fizzle.

      “It feels good.” This wasn’t a body that felt like a coat, or a sweater. This was a body that felt like home. Sarah grinned at her mother, then slid her fingers beneath the strap of her necklace.

      “Are you sure?” Elizabeth asked. “If you pull that off and you’re wrong, it’ll cut your time in that body in half.”

      “And?” Sarah put her hands on the cord and lifted, pulling the necklace up and over her head. Unlike other times when she had tried this, there was no blacking out or sudden dissociation. This time, her soul was firmly entrenched in her new, permanent host. Smiling, she handed the necklace to her mother. “Success.”

      Elizabeth smiled, then let out a laugh. “I never thought I’d see the day,” she said.

      “Tell me about it.” Sarah moved to the nearest reflective surface and studied herself in the mirror. Not only was the body a good fit, but Laurel had been moderately attractive. Sarah had wondered more than once if she was destined to end up in an ugly body or even as a man. Still, those options were far better than the alternative of burning in Hell for all eternity as some demon’s slave. She summoned another handful of flames and let out a sadistic giggle.

      “Stop that.” Elizabeth swatted at Sarah’s hand. “Just because your soul wasn’t rejected doesn’t mean you should force your magic through it so readily.”

      “You’re right.” Sarah dismissed the flames again and saw that her fingertips were already charred. She pinched them together and frowned at the sharp pain. “I can’t just go body hopping again, now can I?”

      “Not for many, many years.” Elizabeth put the necklace around her own neck. The blue gemstone had faded to black and now looked like obsidian. “The tear of the phoenix was always meant to be an emergency measure specifically because of how long it takes to recharge. You’ll need to take much better care of this body than you did your own.”

      “Fuck you.” Sarah undid a couple of buttons on the collar of her shirt and pulled her hair out of its ponytail. “Dying is probably the best thing that’s ever happened to me. If not for what happened in that greenhouse, there’s a good chance I would have been killed in the blast that now has our dear leader reconstituting himself one molecule at a time across time and space.”

      “Don’t talk about him like that.” Elizabeth’s features had paled significantly.

      “Oh, he’s too busy screaming about his succubus to give a shit, even if he could hear me.” Sarah tugged her shirt open and looked inside. “This girl had great taste in underwear.”

      Elizabeth rolled her eyes and turned away from her daughter. “We won’t have long before someone suspects a problem with Darius,” she said.

      “Let’s just tell them the centaurs poisoned him or something. He gave his life to complete the mission or some bullshit. Hoorah.”

      “You’re very belligerent tonight.”

      “Hell, yes, I am.” Sarah swayed her hips from side to side as she did a small dance. “I’m fucking alive again! No more rotting from the inside, no more body hopping, no more doing the Curator’s⁠—”

      “Watch it.” Elizabeth’s tone was like steel.

      “Infiltration missions,” Sarah finished. “I’ve had so many people’s memories in my head that I thought I was going to go crazy as a result.”

      “While that is probably true, I would like to remind you that our benefactor expects a certain level of respect from those he has supported. You know he will want to run some tests when we return.” Elizabeth frowned at the floor and stomped on a rather large wolf spider.

      Sarah nodded. The Curator had made several hypotheses about why she had been unable to find a suitable body, and the only reason she wasn’t afraid he would dissect her to learn more was because he had given his word not to do so. The Curator was one scary bastard, but the man kept his promises.

      There was a knock on the door. Sarah and Elizabeth looked at each other and then Darius. Sarah cast a minor illusion that made it look like the man was breathing while Elizabeth walked to the door to answer it.

      Dirk stood in the doorway, his features serious. “We have a situation,” he said, looking at Darius. Sarah gave the corpse a nudge with her magic, causing Darius’s head to tip like he was listening.

      “What is it?” asked Elizabeth.

      “Somebody just knocked on the main door.” Darius looked at Elizabeth. “We checked the cameras but didn’t see anything.”

      “Shit.” Elizabeth looked at Sarah. “Most likely a spirit. It could be the grim reaper.”

      Sarah bit her lip hard enough to draw blood. During this whole operation, their primary fear had been allowing Death to spot her. The reaper’s abilities were severely limited in regard to living beings, but when it came to souls that refused to depart, he could easily rip Sarah out of whatever body she inhabited, including this one.

      “What do you want us to do?” he asked.

      “Have your men form up.” Elizabeth looked over at the corpse. By now, her shadow had stretched across the floor, allowing her to take control of it. Darius nodded his approval. “Prepare for an assault. Authorize lethal force by any and all means. When you get a moment, have somebody check on the prisoners and then call up whoever is watching them. They’re just kids, a pair of guards will suffice. Sister Laurel, we will require Order personnel to assist with our defenses. Once we repel the attackers, we need to prep for evacuation. They were never supposed to find us this quickly.”

      “Of course.” Sarah gave a little bow and walked out of the office. In the control room, men watching screens were already mobilizing, many of them heading into the hangar to bolster field teams. Atop a pair of guard towers, the M134 Miniguns that had been installed were already being prepped.

      “Do we have audio?” she asked, moving closer to the screen that displayed the entrance to the secret base. The man closest to the screen didn’t respond but pressed a button that caused the speakers to burst to life.

      “I say, we do know you’re in there. It would save us quite a bit of effort if you would just crack the door a bit and return those children.” A dark shape briefly appeared as Death walked to a different part of the door. “If we do have to come in there, you certainly won’t like the results.” The dark shadow disappeared again, and the faint knocking of bone on steel could be heard.

      “Yep. Reaper.” Dirk was standing behind Sarah now and checking his sidearm. “The psychopomp is harmless, but I’m guessing if he knows we’re here, the others are coming.”

      The monitor went black. The man running the monitors clicked through to a couple of other cameras, but they had gone dark as well. He turned in his chair to look at Dirk.

      “Feeds are down.” He looked at the console and smashed a spider that was near his hand. “Damned bugs.”

      “We expect contact any moment, people.” Dirk moved toward the door and paused to look back at Sarah. “Get your group up here. Things are about to get hot.”

      Sarah smirked and followed him out of the control room. Even though the Radleys had found their location, there had always been a contingency plan. Once she secured Mike’s children, she and the Order personnel would escort them out through a secret exit tunnel that they could easily collapse behind them. She had been here decades ago when the place was built, after all, and knew where everything was. By this time tomorrow, she could hand the children over to the Curator and be done with this affair.

      In the hangar bay, the temperature had dropped substantially. The Sons of Sin were glancing at one another with knowing looks as their breath turned to vapor. This had to be the work of the kitsune Yuki. A couple of men back behind the barricades were already pulling out propane heaters and turning them on.

      Mumbling to herself, Sarah went to the elevator and pressed the down button. The hangar door creaked behind her, and she turned to observe as frost began crystallizing on the inside of the door, curling in on itself and forming into the shape of a large lotus flower.

      “Cute.” Knowing it wouldn’t change anything, Sarah tapped the down button impatiently until the elevator door slid open. When she stepped inside, she turned around to get one last look at the Sons of Sin. She doubted any of them would survive. The doors slid shut. As the car descended, Sarah noticed a tiny spider by the “Open Door” button. Using her thumb, she smashed it.

      ---

      Cyrus winced as he got to the top of the landing and turned to look up. They were only three floors down from the hangar now, and he still didn’t have much of a plan. Sighing, he looked at his charges. Callisto had already taken the slap bracelet off. He and his sister had been conserving charges on it this whole time, which was a fortuitous stroke of luck. With the bracelet on, Callisto could go up the stairs without any difficulty, but it was still physically demanding. His cheeks were red from the steady climb.

      Grace had zero issues with the stairs and wasn’t winded at all. She was carefully holding her skirt so it didn’t drape over her body as she crawled along the underside of the stairs. Scuttling just ahead of Cyrus on the ceiling, she turned to look at him.

      “Up?” she asked.

      “Yes, up.” Cyrus coughed into his hand, then looked at Callisto. “She sure is chatty all of a sudden.”

      “She catches on quick once she learns something. You should have seen the mess she made when she figured out how to undo all the child locks on the cupboard. There was peanut butter and jelly everywhere, even on the ceiling.” Callisto held the slap bracelet just above his wrist. “Do you want me to go up without you?”

      “No.” The mage sighed. The centaur had been sprinting up the stairs each time he put on the bracelet to minimize its usage. “Just give me a second to catch my breath, and then you can follow me.”

      “Up?”

      “Soon.” Cyrus gazed up the stairwell and scowled. His current plan was to bring the children into the hangar and hope nobody spotted them. He had already given the tracking bracelet to Callisto with the instructions “run like hell” once he figured out a way to get the door open. That would be the children’s only task as he did his best to hold everyone off.

      Could he do it? He wasn’t sure. But he had to try, despite the likely outcome.

      “Up?”

      “Yes, up.” Cyrus groaned inwardly and resumed marching up the stairs. Once he had crested the next landing, Callisto put the slap bracelet on and dashed up. Grace stayed where she was and waited for them to climb just above her position, at which time she crawled up and over the railing. The arachne grinned at both of them, then made a hiss that Cyrus interpreted as a happy sound. It made his skin crawl.

      The trio made it to the top of the stairwell. Cyrus glanced over at one of the ventilation shafts and cursed under his breath that it was no bigger than a few inches across. Young arachne were really only limited by what their head could fit through, and he’d prefer sending her to safety, as she was most likely to be shot on sight out of fear.

      He placed his ear against the door and listened.

      “Up?” asked Grace. Her brother promptly clamped his hand over her mouth, which she bit. When Cyrus shushed her with a finger over his lips, she stopped biting her brother to do the same thing in Callisto’s direction. Cyrus snorted, doing his best to hold back a laugh.

      Waving the children back, he stepped into the hangar bay to assess the situation and was surprised to see that the area was largely deserted. Instead, the men of the SoS were hunkering down behind barricades, their weapons drawn and pointed at the hangar door. Stunned, Cyrus stared at the lotus pattern made of ice that formed on the inside of the hangar door. Someone was trying to get in, which meant the Radleys had successfully found the place.

      But how? Shaking his head, Cyrus turned back toward the hangar door. It really didn’t matter how. For the first time tonight, he felt like everything was going to be okay.

      Opening the door, he had Callisto and Grace come out and stick to the shadows. With everyone’s attention on the hangar door, nobody was even looking in their direction. There were plenty of supply crates and vehicles to hide behind, so the three of them leapfrogged their way along the wall whenever nobody was looking.

      Crouching by an SUV, Cyrus peered around the corner to see the witch Elizabeth emerge from the control room along with Dirk. Her fingertips were glowing an ominous shade of crimson that made him nauseous to look upon, and the numerous shadows that stretched away from her moved independently of her actions.

      “Fuck,” he whispered.

      “Fuck,” Grace whispered back. Cyrus stared at the little arachne in horror.

      “Your dad is gonna kill me,” he muttered.

      Grace nodded solemnly in response.

      “Let’s prepare a proper greeting,” shouted Elizabeth as she raised her palms toward the corners of the ceiling. Crimson runes Cyrus hadn’t seen before ignited, the hangar now lit much like a darkroom. The men of the SoS looked on nervously as their own shadows stretched away from them and took on lives of their own. The shadow soldiers rose from the ground and spread themselves out, taking on defensive positions.

      Cyrus just shook his head. Elizabeth was strong; of that there was never a doubt. But the magic she utilized suggested she had contracted with a very powerful demon, not something that could be summoned up quite so easily. Witches like her often did this, approaching powerful entities and bartering away their souls for power. He suspected she had several far more insidious tricks up her sleeve.

      A frozen mist forced its way through the gaps of the door, and the lights flickered and popped. In the ominous glow of the hangar, Cyrus guided Grace beneath the SUV and moved Callisto behind some thick crates and barrels full of water. He didn’t know how much protection they would provide in the fight to come, but it was better than nothing.

      “Once the way is clear, you go.” Cyrus poked at the tracking bracelet on Callisto’s wrist. “Make sure your sister goes with you.”

      The centaur nodded, then looked at Cyrus’s hands. The boy frowned when he saw them shaking.

      “You’ll be right behind us?”

      “As much as I can be.” The mage tousled the boy’s hair. “But I’m also going to help your daddy so we can all go home together, okay?”

      Callisto nodded, then pressed himself against the wall and squeezed out of sight. Cyrus sighed, moved back over to the SUV, and drew a wand. After emptying the pockets of the Order members who had survived his assault, he had locked them all in the containment cells. Now he was carrying a small arsenal of magic that would likely scorch his soul to the very core, but he no longer cared. His life was packed full of shitty things he had done for the Order, and while this wouldn’t balance the scales, it was the first time he would be doing it for himself.

      “One last mission, old-timer.” He caught movement from the corner of his eye and saw that Grace was staring at him from her spot under the car.

      “Papa Cyrus.” The arachne grinned.

      “That’s right. Papa Cyrus.”

      The little girl folded her fingers together. “Family.”

      His breath hitched in his chest. “That sounds real nice,” he whispered. “Now go hide by your brother.”

      The arachne scowled at him, then scurried over to join Callisto in the darkness. Cyrus jogged out into the hangar and took the spot right behind Elizabeth. The witch looked over her shoulder with some surprise.

      “You’re not with your team?”

      He shook his head. “Popped up here for another reason, but looks like something’s about to go down. What can I do to help?”

      The witch’s lips curled into a grin. “We’re just holding them off. Laurel is already taking care of the rest. The kids will be evacuated through a secret tunnel momentarily.”

      “Ah.” He tried not to frown. A secret tunnel would have made this mess a hundred times easier. That also meant Laurel would return soon with news of his betrayal. So much for buying time. He cleared his throat and moved just ahead of Elizabeth. The hangar door groaned as something massive struck it from the other side. “Well, let’s get to it, then. Shadows yours?”

      Elizabeth nodded. “Each one has the strength of ten men. Light weakens them, so please try to avoid anything flashy.”

      “You’ve got it.” He withdrew the lightning rod from his pocket and clutched it tightly in one hand as he drew a Knight’s blade. The heavy thudding on the door increased, and something on the other side let out a howl of rage. “We have any idea what’s out there?”

      “The kitsune and the reaper.” Elizabeth stuck a hand in her pocket and pulled out a black ring adorned with a sapphire. She slid it onto the middle finger of her left hand. “If it’s just the two of them, we’ll be fine.”

      A chunk of stone broke free of the ceiling as the door bent inward.

      “I don’t think it’s just the two of them.” Cyrus gripped the rod and trickled mana through its intricate runes. The magical implement immediately grew warm in his hands. “Didn’t someone say those doors could take a hit from a missile?”

      “Missiles don’t usually keep striking the same spot over and over again.” Elizabeth grinned, and the sapphire ring started glowing. Thin tendrils of power connected her to a group of summoned shadows. Eerie blue auras formed around them.

      “So what’s the plan? Let them bust the door down and counter? How long will Sister Laurel need to get away?”

      “Right now, she’ll be leading the prisoners to the tunnel. I think five minutes will suffice.”

      “Ah.” Cyrus glanced over at the elevator. “Do you happen to have another secret escape plan for us?”

      Elizabeth licked her lips. “You give me the next five minutes of your life and I don’t care what you do afterward. Continue fighting, flee, it doesn’t matter. Should we ever meet again, I will consider it on good terms.”

      “It’s always good to have a witch in your pocket.” Cyrus winced as the door creaked again, sending another shower of stones onto the ground. Other members of the SoS were forced to move lest they get crushed. He glanced over toward the wall where the kids were hiding, then looked the other way in order to pretend he was simply scanning the area.

      Cyrus put on a silver ring and cast the protective shield spell it contained. Once it was in place, he pulled out a small string and wrapped it around his pinky. Yet another protective barrier wrapped itself around him, doubling up on his defenses. Elizabeth considered him for a moment, then nodded her approval.

      The hangar door gushed frozen mist from bent seams and then burst. A massive hunk of steel rocketed straight down the hangar, where it slid across the floor and showered the room in hot sparks. A cold fog rolled in immediately behind it, just barely obscuring the massive figure that came running in.

      “Grace!” screamed Bigfoot, and the SoS opened fire. Thick walls of ice sprouted around the Sasquatch, protecting him from the M134 Miniguns as they whirred to life. Stunned, Cyrus could only watch as Bigfoot danced around and then hid his massive bulk behind a concrete pillar.

      “Hold your fire!” shouted Dirk from the darkness. “Squads one, three, and seven, flank!”

      Three teams moved toward Bigfoot’s position but stopped when he tossed something small and black into the room. Jenny the doll stopped just a foot above the floor, hovering in place.

      “There’s something so familiar about that doll,” Elizabeth muttered. However, her eyes were on the opening of the hangar where Yuki the kitsune strode through. Three of her tails were a beautiful red and gold, but the other two were made entirely of golden light. “And now the fox has come to play.”

      Yuki threw a handful of tarot cards out as the shadows rushed her. Cyrus considered stabbing Elizabeth but knew it was highly unlikely he’d get away with such an attack. Sighing, he took the sword and jammed it into the ground between them. The witch was already caught up in coordinating her attacks, and one of the Miniguns twisted around to point at Jenny. The spray of bullets spread away from her, but Cyrus watched the doll falter and drop as she protected herself from the storm.

      “Well, it’s now or never.” He pulled the lightning rod into view and frowned at the white-hot runes carved across its surface. The damned thing vibrated in his hands as it struggled to hold itself together. As the electrical charge built, he watched the hair on Elizabeth’s head float up and away from her. She turned to look at him in horror.

      “What are you doing?” she hissed. “That thing is unstable.”

      “Oh, I know that.” Cyrus pulled a different wand from his pocket and took aim at the men manning the Minigun. A tiny spark shot across the hangar and exploded into a miniature sun’s worth of light, blinding anybody who might be looking. Almost immediately, the Minigun swung away from Jenny, allowing the doll to hop away and hide.

      Before Elizabeth could act, Cyrus shoved a massive amount of mana into the lightning rod once again. Taking a page from Mike Radley’s book, he grinned in the witch’s direction. Maybe, just this once, a one-liner would be okay.

      “Trust me, I’m just as shocked as you are.”

      He threw the rod at Elizabeth and then ran like hell away from her. A shadow grabbed him by the feet, but the ensuing blast from the lightning rod hurled him across the room and to freedom. As he smashed into the wall, the numerous magical shields he had built around himself crumbled away. He fell to the ground with a grin, his ears ringing.

      That had felt better than it should.

      ---

      Beth’s return to Paradise was bittersweet. Upon her arrival, she found Lily (as Mike) eagerly chatting up anyone who would listen while the merfolk helped members of the Order build a bonfire on the beach to cook up all the fish they had donated. Most of the staff members lived on-site, which meant they were temporarily homeless until arrangements could be made to move them elsewhere. The merfolk were very apologetic and doing their best to mend fences.

      At least, they had been. The moment Beth announced Pele’s presence to the royal court, the atmosphere immediately became tense. The goddess strode forward with her chin held high, looking down her nose unapologetically at the merfolk. It was far from the attitude she had displayed back at the volcano, and Beth could only assume this was due in part to her position. One didn’t typically become a deity by apologizing all the time.

      When the merfolk approached Pele, the goddess immediately singled out Kailani. The princess wore a few bandages from wounds she had received in the fight, but had no trouble summoning a sphere of water to sit on.

      “You killed my people,” she said, the mermaid’s voice like ice.

      “Because you allowed that man near my island with that monster of his.” Pele pointed out into the bay. There were dozens of tiny ships barely visible on the horizon, silhouetted by the setting sun. “His misdeeds are the source of your people’s deaths. I was doing my duty.”

      “Damn your duty.” Kailani’s face turned a unique shade of purple. “You boiled them alive!”

      “And I would do it again.”

      “Okay, enough of this.” Beth moved between the goddess and the princess. “It’s going to be a long night, and we have limited time. Your Majesty.” Beth turned to Kailani. “The Captain has informed us he intends to kill every human on the island if he doesn’t get what he wants, and we were hoping your people would help us hold him off.”

      “The landwalkers?” Kailani looked past Beth at the Order, who were watching with uncomfortable looks on their faces. “Why should I do anything for them?”

      The ground rumbled, and part of the rubble shifted. Ratu walked up behind Pele and put a hand on the goddess’s shoulder to help calm her.

      “This isn’t about landwalkers or merfolk,” Ratu said, her voice like silk. “This is about survival. Francois wants something that will either grant him immortality or the power to someday achieve it. He betrayed your people and won’t hesitate to do so again. If it were up to me⁠—”

      “We’ve seen how you handle your problems.” Kailani jabbed a finger at the ruins of Paradise. “I fail to see how your Caretaker is any different from Francois.”

      “Did somebody say my name?” Lily-Mike sidled into the conversation.

      “Nobody said your name, you charlatan.” Kailani scowled. “The fact that he sent a facsimile in his stead just proves my point.”

      Lily-Mike frowned. “How could you tell?”

      “I felt the Caretaker’s wrath before he left this place. It left quite the impression.” Kailani tapped right above her own heart and sneered at the succubus. “One which you don’t quite fill.”

      “Hey, if you want something filled, I—” Lily-Mike was cut off when Beth clapped a hand over Lily-Mike’s mouth and pulled her back.

      “We want Francois to assume Mike is here,” Beth muttered, locking eyes with Kailani. “This deception was never intended for you.”

      “Where is he, then?”

      “Rescuing his children.” Beth tilted her head toward the Order. “While he was here helping you, those guys conspired to break into his home. When that failed, they abducted his children.”

      Kailani frowned, the anger in her eyes fleeing immediately. “They double-crossed him?”

      “Yes, they did. And once he gets his kids back, he’s planning to come here and help everyone. You, the people of the island, even the ones who betrayed him.”

      “Hey, this looks like a serious conversation here.” Wallace strode up to the group, and Kailani immediately tensed up. Ingrid was close behind him. “Which means we should probably be involved.”

      “And by ‘we,’ he means me.” Ingrid gave Wallace a push. The man smirked as he continued walking past the group, then sat down on a rock about thirty feet away.

      Kailani’s eyes were practically bugging out of her head as she glared at Wallace. Eventually, she turned her attention back to Beth, then nodded at Ingrid.

      “You should know better than to let him address me directly.”

      Ingrid rolled her eyes. “We are so far past protocol breaches I don’t think it really matters anymore. However, I overheard most of what you all were saying. Francois is planning some kind of invasion?”

      “Hardly the word I would use for the genocide of my people.” When Pele spoke, her voice was soft. However, the ground rumbled again, causing a couple of people to cry out in alarm. “But sure, yes, a siege.”

      “Ingrid, this is Pele. Yes, that one.” When Beth gestured to the goddess, Ingrid immediately stiffened up and then bowed.

      “Forgive my rudeness,” she began.

      “I don’t have time for this.” Pele took a step away. “The only reason I came here was on the advice that it may expedite the safe rescue of my people. Will the merfolk help us?”

      Kailani opened her mouth to say something but was interrupted by her daughter.

      “Of course we will,” said Leilani. “It should never be a question whether we would.”

      “Leilani!” Kailani spun in her floating sphere of water. “You do not speak for our people!”

      “Yeah, well maybe I should.” Leilani slammed the butt of her trident into the sand. “And if I don’t, then everyone here should know I will defend the waters of this island by myself if I have to.”

      There was a gentle murmuring among the royal court of the merfolk. Beth had almost forgotten they were there and now saw the dubious looks they threw at one another.

      “Perhaps it’s something we should discuss,” said one of Kailani’s advisers. The man was wearing a decorative collar made out of coral and had a tail adorned with jewelry. “After all, it may help reestablish diplomatic ties with the Order after this…incident.” The man gestured at Paradise.

      “Technically, this isn’t even our fault. The director of the Order was responsible for this.”

      “You tried to abduct me,” said Beth.

      “For a very good reason,” Kailani replied.

      “Mother, please. You’re being stubborn.”

      Leilani and Kailani devolved into an argument, with the advisers taking sides and starting a debate. Beth groaned as members of the Order tried to get involved, which immediately started a fight between them and the merfolk. She walked away from the others to stand on the beach where the ocean met the sand. The cove was filled with mer soldiers, many who simply nodded in Beth’s direction as she ventured out into the water.

      Using a mental command, Beth allowed the waves to carry her out into deeper waters. From water level, the distant boats somehow looked more imposing. While she bobbed in the waves, a merwoman surfaced next to her, carrying a spear.

      “What are you doing?” asked the mermaid.

      “Trying to figure things out.” Beth jerked a thumb over her shoulder and looked back. Wallace was now physically restraining Aurora, who had thrown her clipboard in the sand. “Away from that.”

      “Ah. Right.” The mermaid pondered for a moment, then gestured toward the open water. “We’ve got patrols that go out about another mile, so it should be safe. We haven’t seen any undead but also can’t guarantee your safety. They caught us off guard before.”

      “I saw that.” Beth glared at the distant ships. “I wonder why he’s got so many boats?”

      “It allows him to hide. We’ve tried to make contact a few times, but finding one boat when you’re looking at dozens of them makes the task impossible. And it doesn’t help that they’re packed full of dead humans who leap out at you.” The mermaid looked past Beth and winced. “Not that it’s my place to comment, but it looks like things aren’t going well.”

      Beth looked back again and saw that Ratu was physically keeping Leilani and Kailani apart. Both princesses were extremely animated as they spoke to each other in their native tongue.

      “What are they saying?” asked Beth.

      “It’s best not to comment. But in short, Kailani wants to leave you landwalkers to your fate and is implying that her daughter is a…what is the word for someone who takes dick in exchange for money?”

      “Whore.”

      “Yes, that. She is trying to sell out our people in exchange for the Caretaker’s dick.” The mermaid brightened. “Speaking of, is it really true that he⁠—”

      “Probably, yes.” Chuckling, Beth swam out a bit farther and closed her eyes. She could feel the ocean’s caress, every wave pressing into her and holding her afloat. It was starting to feel like coming here to speak with the merfolk had been a mistake. The high-pitched yelling of the merpeople on the beach was impossible to tune out, so Beth took a deep breath and let herself sink below the water.

      She descended in darkness until her feet hit the sand. With a tiny twist of magic, she captured some air bubbles for her eyes so she could see. The ocean was dark, illuminated only by the setting sun above. There were still remnants of skeletons among the sand, along with broken weapons and chunks of Paradise that had already been swept out to sea.

      Mike was relying on her. For this entire trip, she had been forced to sit things out and wait. If she didn’t contribute now, then what good was she? Annoyed, she sank her mind into the distant sound of the waves crashing onto each other, letting the current carry her troubles away. Her magic permeated the water, causing bubbles to appear from nothingness and then rise to the surface.

      Sitting on the ocean floor, she felt a faint buzzing in the back of her mind. She reached back to the makeshift holster at her hip where the rod of Osiris was. The phallic wand reacted immediately to her touch, sending a ripple of magic out through the waves that briefly illuminated the ocean floor.

      Clutching the rod in her hand, she felt the ocean currents still around her as the mana spiraled away from her as if exploiting the environment. It had been decided some time ago that they would lock up the rod to avoid incurring the wrath of Isis should the goddess think they had stolen it. As a result, it had only received cursory inspections from Ratu.

      What did Beth remember about Osiris? He was the god of agriculture and fertility, but it had turned into something more. What was it? That was right, cycles. The natural ebb and flow of growing and the harvest.

      The rod pulsed in her hands once more, and a few curious merfolk circled her from above. Had the rod reacted to the ocean? Or was it reacting to her magic? She had trained with magical implements but, unlike most humans, was able to use her magic without them.

      Curious, she channeled her magic through the rod. She didn’t ask anything of it or make demands. The rod was just a conduit for her energy, after all. Closing her eyes, she let her magic flow through the rod of Osiris. She didn’t even worry about how long it was taking; after all, she needed to learn how to use the damned thing, anyway.

      All of a sudden, her consciousness expanded. She was no longer sensing the water nearby but the call of the distant depths, the feeling of sand brushing across itself at the whims of the tide. The reef was in the back of her mind, the tiny creatures that lived there clicking at each other as they went about their singular purpose. At some point, it became difficult for her to remember where she ended and the ocean began.

      Without thinking, Beth breathed the ocean in and they became one. The salt briefly burned her nasal passages before a sense of well-being consumed her. Sitting in the sand, she could feel the raw power of the ocean around her, the unending depths that regarded her with curiosity. She inhaled, breathing in the ocean and tasting the salt on the back of her tongue.

      It was bliss.

      When she opened her eyes, it was to a different spectrum of light. Even with the waning light of day, there were details to be seen that had been hidden away. Digging her fingers in the sand, she could sense the tiny creatures that lived beneath. She could smell a nearby school of fish, along with a turtle that had come in for a closer look. The ocean had a pulse in a way she’d never truly appreciated, connected in thousands of tiny…

      Cycles.

      Clutching the rod to her chest, she finally understood. The legendary artifact was powerful enough on its own, but all it had done so far was concentrate her magic, allowing her to fully connect with the element she loved.

      Looking up, she saw that a bunch of the merfolk had surrounded her, gazing down upon her in awe. Turning back toward the shore, she commanded the ocean to carry her, and it obeyed. She emerged from the water carried in a pearlescent orb, which shimmered and burst when she stepped on the sand. The court of the merfolk along with her housemates all gazed at her in amazement.

      “Is this your magic, landwalker?” Kailani’s tone was saturated in disbelief. “Who is doing this?”

      Beth opened her mouth to answer and promptly vomited up all the ocean water in her lungs. Apparently, her newfound command over the waves didn’t magically teleport the liquid from her lungs.

      With a wave of her hand, she extracted the water from her lungs, resolving to remember this next time she chose to make a dramatic entrance.

      “I’ve come to a conclusion.” Beth looked at Aurora. “Your people have family on the island. We’re going to need their help.”

      “We’re not allowed to tell them about what we do here,” said Aurora, uncertainty on her face.

      “Fine. Let them die, then.” Several members of the Order flinched. “You see, we’re planning to abduct the entire damned island tonight. If your people help and get fired, Mike will compensate them.”

      “He can afford to do that?” Aurora glanced at Lily-Mike.

      “Yep,” she replied. “I am well known for how I share my endowments.”

      Ratu smacked the succubus. Beth looked at Ingrid.

      “What do you think? Can you organize the people who are left here to help us with the defenses?”

      Ingrid glanced left and right. The remnants of the Order had made a small bonfire, and there were maybe a hundred people capable of fighting.

      “With the director’s departure, I am the highest-ranking official and will accept all responsibility for our actions.” She gave a meaningful look to Aurora. “I intend to break protocol, despite your best advice.”

      “Thank you.” Aurora bowed her head at Ingrid and then turned to Beth. “You will need to let me know what our people should expect.”

      “We will. Our best are already on the job, and you can expect a full defense of the island to be mounted by sunrise, with or without the help of the merfolk.” Beth looked over at Pele, who was regarding her coolly. “The wounds you have dealt the people of the sea are far too fresh. I apologize for wasting your time and bringing you here. It was my hope that they would greet you with the reverence you’ve come to expect.”

      Pele studied Beth for a moment, then looked down at the rod of Osiris. “On the contrary, I have zero regrets. Things have been interesting since your family arrived, but now I may even claim that they’re…exciting.”

      “Thank you.” Beth looked at Ratu and Lily-Mike, then turned her eyes on Princess Kailani. “Am I correct in assuming your people won’t help because it’s not a merfolk problem?”

      Kailani sneered. “Honeyed words still taste salty in the water, landwalker. But yes, I intend to tell my people we will not get involved. Enough of my people have died over this business already, I won’t see more floating in the waves.”

      “Okay, then. I can respect that.” Beth hooked her fingers and yanked the aqueous orb supporting Kailani’s weight. The mermaid crashed to the ground with a yelp of fright, and her court along with her warriors immediately rushed to her side.

      “You dare attack me?!” Kailani tried to summon more water to lift her, but Beth commanded it all to leave. Anyone not walking on legs was immediately dumped in the sand. Ratu and Lily-Mike moved next to Beth and eyed the merfolk cautiously.

      “You and I have unfinished business.” Beth waved the wand of Osiris, and the bay emptied itself out into the open water, leaving several other merfolk stranded. “By your decree, you have slandered my client with malevolent accusations along with my own attempted abduction as a means to gain his cooperation.”

      “Stop speaking so fast. Leilani, help me!”

      “No.” Princess Leilani moved next to Beth. “I would like to hear her out.”

      “The way I see it, you owe me and my family for attacking us, for putting us in a position where two of our own were abducted. Your friend out there started it, and you helped him. So I demand recompense from you and your people.” Beth’s eyes widened, and she raised her hand to use a blast of water to send a spear off course. It slammed into the sand next to Wallace, who immediately moved uphill a ways.

      “What would you have of us? Treasure? Magic?” Kailani spat. “You would hold me hostage for it?”

      Beth crossed her arms and stared down at the princess. Her magic hissed to the surface, turning the water that still clung to her skin into steam.

      “No. I’m going to give you and your people two options to repay me. Your first option is to—” Beth’s danger sense clicked into place just as Lily-Mike snatched another spear out of the air.

      “I gotchu, boo.” The succubus blew her a kiss.

      “Your people can choose to commit to the defense of this island. I know yours is a powerful voice capable of swaying their decision and conveying the importance of what is about to transpire.”

      “Waves take me, you just keep talking.” Kailani rolled her eyes. “What is the second option?”

      “Your other choice is I get to see you crawl.” The steam curled around Beth’s arms, twisting above her like a waterspout. “I and every other person here get to watch Princess Kailani crawl back into the ocean on her belly like a coward, away from the mess she helped make with a guy she kept around for his dick. And even though you’ll command your people to never speak a word of it, it’ll come out. You’ll be whispered about in the shadows of the reef, the princess who traded her integrity for a little landwalker action. Also, I’ll personally see to it that every mermaid colony on this whole damned planet gets a chance to see the video.”

      “Holy shit,” someone from the Order whispered before being shushed. As if on cue, several different cell phones came out of pockets and were raised toward the beach where the conversation took place.

      The color drained from Kailani’s face as she realized what had just happened. She looked at her advisers, who now pointedly ignored her gaze. This decision was to be hers and hers alone.

      A few minutes passed as Kailani contemplated her options. It was clear the princess didn’t want to commit her people to a war, which Beth understood. At the same time, Beth simply didn’t care.

      Kailani’s gaze shifted from Beth to her daughter Leilani. A dark look briefly appeared on Kailani’s face, then vanished.

      “It occurs to me that my opinions on this matter may be…a conflict of interests.” Kailani smirked at her advisers, then turned her full attention back to Leilani. “Until the sun sets tomorrow, I am allowing my daughter, Princess Leilani, to act fully in my position. Any decisions or mistakes will be hers to make, and it shall become a test to see if she is worthy of the mantle of leadership someday.”

      “Mother!” Leilani looked positively horrified. Beth noticed a few advisers nodded their approval. The other merfolk exchanged uncertain looks, many of them giving looks of disdain to Kailani herself. The princess was throwing her daughter to the sharks, and everyone seemed to know it.

      “She may act in your full capacity?” Beth tilted her head to one side.

      “Yes.” Kailani was suddenly demure. “I and the other princesses shall sit back and watch her actions with great interest. Let it be known that all shall obey her word as if it were my own.”

      “Excellent.” Beth snapped her fingers, and the bay filled back in. Instead of slamming into the stranded merfolk, the waves gently swallowed them up. “Then our business is officially concluded. Now kindly fuck off. The grown-ups have a lot to do tonight.”

      “Yeah!” Lily-Mike pumped her arms over her head.

      The royal court obeyed Beth, leaving Leilani on her own with a small squadron of soldiers that waited in the bay for their orders. The princess looked like she was sick to her stomach, a feeling Beth shared. As the royal court fully disappeared under the waves, Pele moved to stand next to Beth.

      “Interesting indeed.” The goddess of fire grinned. “Shall we head back and hear about how you’re going to save my people?”

      “In just a moment. Leilani?” Beth moved next to the princess and took her hand. “I didn’t know she would do that to you.”

      “It’s fine.” Leilani’s tone made it clear she was lying. “Just tell me what to do and my people will make it happen.”

      “We’ll get through this together.” Beth looked at the setting sun and sighed. She only hoped there was more she could do. After taking a moment to study the ships on the horizon, she turned toward the people awaiting orders on the beach.

      “Let’s get started, people.” Even though her body was on a beach in Maui, her mind was already back east, wondering if Mike was okay.

      ---

      The trees shivered in anticipation as Mike sprinted through the clearing, Daisy only a few feet in front of him. He kept his eye on the glittering trail she left behind, his senses expanding to reveal every nook and cranny the forest had hidden in the dark of night.

      The spiders had caught word from their brethren about a place under the mountain, a city of stone that had recently come to life with bright lights and stinking spray that had killed all their food. Mike hadn’t managed to meet up with the others yet but had sent the location via fairy.

      There was a flash of blonde hair, and then Dana was sprinting alongside him. She slowed down, turning her head to contemplate him. Her blue pupils were dilated, partially due to the darkness but mostly because of what she had been eating.

      “Here, take Ticktock and Mace.” Mike slid the bag off his shoulders and pulled the grimoire out before tossing the mimic to Dana. “Don’t wait up for me.”

      The zombie nodded, then threw her arms through Ticktock’s straps and shot forward through the trees so fast that he only saw a glint of the daggers in her hands. Mace did a happy little twirl behind the zombie, then moved ahead of her.

      Determined to keep pace, Mike tried to run faster. Sadly, no amount of grit or determination was going to close the gap between himself and Dana. His stamina was great, but she was truly tireless.

      The branches bent away from him to let him pass, the trees calling to one another with their leaves as if a mighty wind were blowing across the tops of them. In Mike’s mind, all he could see were his children’s faces, then those who were already there, fighting to protect them.

      Yuki. Bigfoot. Jenny. Even Death, though no physical harm could be done to the reaper. Dana would be there soon enough, but what if something bad had already happened? What if he arrived and…

      Tiny motes of golden light curled around his fingers and fell to the ground where they ran alongside him for a few seconds before disappearing into the dirt. With each step, he heard thunder in his ears as if the sky were breaking apart up above.

      Please be safe, he thought, his heart hammering against his sternum. All of you.

      His cadence increased, his stride carrying him longer distances with every step. Daisy looked surprised when he caught up to her, then redoubled her efforts to lead him to his family. The spiders following in his wake chittered in annoyance as they fell behind, but a bunch of them stopped to release strands of silk that pulled them into the air, allowing them to float on the breeze after him.

      Breaking free of the trees, he found himself in a long valley. Sprinting across its length, he mistook the golden light that drifted down on him from above for starlight.

      ---

      Cyrus got to his feet, a pair of wands in each hand. Coughing through the blood that trickled from his nose, he glanced over in the direction Elizabeth had been. The witch was missing, and the sword he had jammed into the ground to divert lightning away from him had actually melted. He didn’t know if she was out of the fight, but her shadows were gathering together and swarming in his direction. On the other side of the hangar, Yuki had used the distraction provided by Cyrus to fill the nearest turret tower with hundreds of staves that had pincushioned the men manning the gun.

      Of Jenny, there was no sight. Bigfoot had charged into one of the squads and was using one man to beat another man to death. When somebody opened fire on the Sasquatch with a shotgun, Bigfoot dropped his makeshift club and grabbed his attacker in both hands. Letting out a roar, Bigfoot ripped the man in half, then threw the remains at the other attackers.

      “Subtle.” The mage turned his attention to the approaching shadows. They swirled wildly, as if unable to properly maintain their shape. His left ear was no longer ringing, but he also couldn’t hear anything out of it. His right knee felt like it wasn’t connected properly anymore, and the dull pain that seemed to live in the base of his spine was now a sharp one that went all the way up his back and between his shoulder blades. He sniffed in an attempt to stop the flow of blood down his face, but his nasal passages were swollen shut.

      The men of the SoS were busy with Bigfoot and Yuki. The only thing between the children and freedom was the shadow army, most of whom were staring at the old man with crimson eyes.

      Master Cyrus grinned in anticipation.

      The first shadow to reach him turned its hands into sharp blades and tried to cut him in half. He fired the mostly depleted wand of light into the thing’s torso, blowing it apart. The shadow behind it tried the same tactic, but Cyrus had already drawn a spare blade and unfolded it. Catching the assault, he twisted away and sliced the creature in half.

      “Ten men, my ass.” He walked away from where the kids were hiding, moving back toward the guard tower. The shadows followed, sliding across the floor at uncanny speeds. They shifted as they walked, their limbs melting back into their bodies. Cyrus turned his attention to the runes that lit the room and wondered if they were contributing somehow.

      There was only one way to find out. He swapped out the depleted light wand for a pair of stone stress balls. Spinning them casually in his hand, he raised his palm to his mouth and whispered a single word of magic. The first ball activated and shot across the room where it embedded itself in the stone, causing part of the magical runes to flicker. Satisfied, Cyrus repeated the process with the remaining ball. When he did, the second ball broke the sound barrier as it shot across the room to reunite with its mate.

      The explosion knocked loose a section of wall, which collapsed into rubble. Almost immediately, several shadows disappeared, and Yuki’s ice crept along the floor where they had been standing. Men hiding nearby fled in panic, and two of them were caught by large stalagmites Yuki had summoned beneath them. The dying men struggled as the ice encased them, the temperature in the room dropping rapidly.

      The kitsune summoned a sphere of ice that looked like a snow globe. She stood inside and raised her hands as multiple mercenaries opened fire on her. Bigfoot picked up one of the SUVs and hurled it like a shot put. It crashed through the attackers, who quickly broke rank to flee.

      Death casually strolled in through what was left of the front door, his hood pulled back to reveal his skull.

      “I warned you,” he said in a voice that carried across the room. Someone took a shot at him, the round passing harmlessly through the reaper.

      “Death!” Cyrus screamed, hoping to catch the reaper’s attention. “Callisto, Grace, go!”

      The shadows came for Cyrus. He fought them off with blade and wand, but their amorphous nature made it hard to predict their movements. His left arm got slashed open, the sleeve of his coat drooping away to reveal a bloody bicep. Hissing in pain, he stuck his hand in his inside pocket and pulled out a flashlight.

      “Fuck you too!” he shouted, then clicked it on. The shadows immediately withdrew as if terrified of the beam. Cyrus sneered at them, daring them to come closer. Along the far wall, Callisto broke free from his hiding place, galloping across the hangar as Grace clung to him. The little arachne stared at Cyrus with wide eyes.

      “Keep going!” He turned to shine his light on the shadow nearest him and was surprised when it regarded him with bloodshot eyes. The smell of burned hair somehow forced its way through his nasal passages, and he realized he was looking at Elizabeth herself.

      He wasn’t sure what she struck him with, but it sent him flying across the room. When he landed, he felt something in his chest pop, and it suddenly hurt to breathe. Gasping for air, he scrambled to his feet and backed away from the witch. With her return, the shadows were coordinated once more, and moving toward Yuki.

      “You,” she declared, revealing she had chipped a tooth. Her eyes shifted away from him to look at the children. “So you couldn’t handle it, could you? You’ve forgotten they’re nothing more than monsters, creatures to be used and then discarded.”

      “They’re…” Cyrus wheezed, unable to properly speak. He had been about to espouse the virtues of humanity and how Callisto and Grace were still kids. There was also a good chance he would dramatically reveal he had been working against them since the beginning. However, it hurt to breathe, and monologuing was for villains. How many ribs had he broken? He felt his ribs, then slipped his hand into a pocket to grab the heart-seeker dagger.

      “Goodbye, Master Cyrus.” Elizabeth’s eyes turned white, and a funnel of black reached out for him. The temperature dropped, and he realized if that stuff touched his body, it would drain him of what little life he had left. The shadows closest to Yuki turned into a tide of ink that flowed across the opening of the hangar, causing Callisto to turn at the last moment to avoid them. His eyes were large and frightened.

      “I resign.” Cyrus drew his hand back as if firing an invisible bow, the dagger hovering just above his palm. When he shoved his arm forward, as if doing a palm strike, the dagger made a high-pitched whistling sound as it slammed into Elizabeth’s sternum, piercing her heart. The witch stumbled back, the cyclonic spell fading away.

      “Wha…what?” She looked down at the hilt of the dagger. “You…stabbed me?”

      “Yep,” Cyrus said, looking for his flashlight. “I’m…surprised…worked.”

      Elizabeth glared at him in contempt, then grabbed the handle of the dagger and pulled it out. The heart-seeker blade hissed as if releasing steam, the enchantment that sought to stop a target’s heart not yet fulfilled. The witch grunted as the dagger tried to stab her again, her eyes flashing as her magic battled the dagger’s.

      “Uh-oh.” Cyrus tried to limp away, but the shadows had surrounded him. He saw his flashlight lying twenty feet away, the glass shattered out. Grunting in disapproval, he started chanting an Enochian passage under his breath. A cone of white light surrounded him, severing the limbs of the nearest shadows.

      “That may work on my shadows, but it won’t work on me.” Elizabeth walked toward him, the blade clutched so tightly in her hand that she was bleeding. “I’m going to pull your spine out through your ass.”

      “At least…buy me…dinner first.” Chuckling, Cyrus closed his eyes, wishing Lily could have heard him.

      IT’S MY TURN!

      The mage opened his eyes to see that Elizabeth had stopped and was contemplating the menacing doll that stood nearby. Jenny cackled in glee and took a step toward the witch. When Jenny spoke, it was like she was shouting inside Cyrus’s head.

      “I do know you,” Elizabeth muttered. “I’d recognize my own spellwork anywhere.”

      Jenny said nothing and took a step forward.

      “Tonight is simply full of surprises.” Smirking, Elizabeth stretched a charred hand in Jenny’s direction. “What was your name again? That’s right, Janey. To think that little Janey is the doll that gave us all so much trouble.”

      Jenny took another step forward.

      “I guess you’re in luck, then.” Elizabeth made her fingers look like scissors. “Let’s just snip that thread holding you here, shall we?”

      She made a cutting motion in the air, and the doll flopped lifelessly on the ground. The witch tilted her head to one side, then looked over at Cyrus.

      “My magic was the only thing keeping her here,” she explained. “And just like that, she’s free to move on. Now about your spine…”

      Elizabeth stepped toward the protective barrier of light, but her head suddenly jerked backward. In the dim shadows of the hangar, the spirit of a young woman with long black hair that hung over her face had appeared, one hand closed tightly around the long, scorched braid in Elizabeth’s hair.

      Not so fast, wicked witch. The spectral figure lifted her head to reveal a demented smile that stretched from ear to ear. Nobody tells me where to go.

      “What?” Elizabeth screamed when Jenny dragged her across the ground and slammed her into the nearest concrete pillar. The shadows all leaped at Jenny in an attempt to protect their summoner, but the spirit ignored them as she flew into the air and carried the witch with her.

      Let’s go to Oz, the spirit declared, dragging Elizabeth toward a nearby air vent. Click your heels for me, bitch.

      Seeing that Jenny had things well in hand, Cyrus moved toward the doll’s physical body and scooped it up. His knee locked up when he jogged toward the exit, making his movement more of a stiff-legged dance. Death stood with the children now, consoling Callisto by patting the boy on the head.

      “There, there,” he said, then pushed the centaur behind an SUV that Bigfoot had thrown earlier. “Master Cyrus, you are looking well.”

      Cyrus spat a mouthful of blood onto the dirty concrete. “We need to get through this mess right away,” he said, gesturing at the shadows that blocked their exit. “These shadows might be some kind of summoned spirits. Here, Grace. This is yours.” He handed the doll to the arachne, who scooped her up. “No man left behind, right?”

      Grace nodded and squeezed the doll against her chest.

      Gunfire ricocheted off the nearest wall, and the group ducked down as a result.

      “Hmm, yes. Okay.” Death turned to study the shadows while pulling out his scythe. “There may be some room for interpretation here. I may be able to cut them.”

      “What’s to interpret? It either works or it doesn’t.”

      “Reaping is an art form, Master Cyrus.” Death walked toward the mass of clinging shadows. “Though I admit, I often make it look effortless.”

      The reaper studied the wall for a few seconds but was interrupted when a silver blade sliced through the shadows from the other side, followed quickly by another. Death stepped away from the barrier and placed a hand on his chest as the shadows exploded, revealing a slender figure behind them, carrying a blade of the Order in each hand. Dana stepped into the hangar, her eyes looking to Cyrus first, then the kids.

      “Take them and go,” she said. A bullet punched through her shoulder hard enough that she spun in place and fell into a crouch. “Okay, maybe not yet,” she muttered.

      A wall of ice sprouted up from the ground between Cyrus and the SoS. Cyrus picked up Grace and ran for the opening in the hangar door with Callisto right behind. The centaur shot ahead of them and through the gap, followed closely by Death. They had just cleared the opening when the ice behind them exploded, showering Cyrus with razor-sharp shrapnel, which dug into his flesh. He fell to the ground, using his body to cover Grace.

      “You’re not going anywhere.” A figure strode forward from out of the darkness, the crimson light shining on Elizabeth’s face. The skin of her face had been partially peeled away to reveal a scaly visage beneath.

      “On the contrary, I believe we are.” Death placed his body between Cyrus and the witch. “May I ask where our friend Jenny has gone?”

      Elizabeth spat, then tried to push her skin back into place. “I’m surprised you didn’t cull her yourself.”

      “She has unfinished business.” Death put away his scythe. “It would have been rude.”

      “Well, then she’s going to have to stick around for a very long time if she thinks she’s going to get one over on me.” Elizabeth moved toward Death but spun around and caught the edge of Dana’s sword. “The pizza girl,” she sneered.

      Dana yanked her blade away and slashed repeatedly at Elizabeth. The witch dodged effortlessly and then summoned a handful of shadows from the ground that restrained the zombie by wrapping her up in dark tendrils.

      Inside the hangar, Bigfoot let out a roar, followed by a scream of rage from Yuki.

      “It’s a shame Mike isn’t here to see this.” Elizabeth drew a dagger and moved toward Cyrus. “I would love to see the pain in his⁠—”

      Death took a step forward and punched the witch in the face. There was a flash of golden light along with the sound of sleigh bells as Elizabeth was launched into the mountainside. The grim reaper chuckled and adjusted the brass knuckles on his fist. The words Christmas Cheer were engraved into the top of them.

      “I borrowed these from a friend of mine,” he explained as he slipped a second one onto his other fist. “You see, I was feeling rather frustrated after being teased by the mercenaries about being harmless. It really didn’t help that they broke one of my favorite mugs. After all, I do hold a position that demands some respect. But don’t worry, they only work on people who’ve been naughty.” The grim reaper stepped toward the witch. “And you have been very naughty.”

      Elizabeth growled and extricated herself from the rubble that had tumbled down with her. In the light of the moon, Cyrus could now see more of her scalp. The scales on her body were serrated, and one of her eyes had turned black.

      “How dare you,” she growled.

      “Indeed.” Death held up his fists like a pugilist from the 1920s. “Master Cyrus, I would suggest getting the children to safety now. Elizabeth the proper cunt, please put up your dukes.”

      “Fucking hell,” muttered the mage as he scrambled to his feet with Grace in his arms. The arachne repeated his words, but he didn’t bother correcting her as he and Callisto ran away into the trees. Behind him, he heard a shriek of rage followed by another pealing of silver bells.

      “Ho ho ho, bitch!” Death’s declaration was followed by another high-pitched shriek of rage.

      Cyrus didn’t know which way to go. Callisto was barely visible through the trees, clearly following the mage’s advice and running like hell. However, Grace was with Cyrus instead of her brother, which meant she was currently moving at the speed of a tired old man instead of a horse. He set Grace down and commanded her to stay close behind him. They would move much faster this way.

      Groaning at the pain in his knees and his inability to take a deep breath, he tracked the centaur. Behind him, the sounds of gunfire and magic receded as he speed-limped after the boy.

      Guided only by the light of the moon, he followed the centaur’s footsteps for almost fifteen minutes before emerging from the trees into a clearing. A huddled figure lay crumpled on the grass, and standing over him was a woman holding a wand in her hand.

      “Cyrus.” Laurel’s face was inscrutable in the dark.

      “Sister Laurel.” Cyrus set Grace down. “I see you caught the boy. Well done.”

      The woman snorted. “Let’s not waste each other’s time. I’m aware you helped them escape. I just don’t know why.”

      “Is the boy okay?” Cyrus walked toward the mage, his hands in his pockets. There was something off about Laurel, but he couldn’t place what. “I’m guessing you got out through the secret tunnels.”

      “I did. And I hate running.” Laurel shifted her weight and raised her wand. “Last chance, magic man. Who are you actually working for?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Perhaps. It’s a big world, and there are a few toes I don’t want to step on that have interests aligned with ours.” The tip of Laurel’s wand started glowing. Cyrus frowned. That wasn’t a wand or spell he was familiar with. “But I would rather beg for forgiveness than see you take another step forward.”

      “That’s fair.” Cyrus scratched his chin and gazed at Callisto. The boy was already stirring, shaking his head as if trying to regain his senses. A dark shadow moved through the grass, circling behind Laurel. Sometimes, it paid to monologue. “Okay, I’ll talk. I was working for someone else before I got pulled into this job.”

      “Who?” Laurel’s free hand started glowing with a similar crimson light to the runes in the hangar. It was enough to illuminate her eyes, which were no longer brown. They were an icy blue, almost white.

      The mage casually adjusted the collar of his coat. His sleeve was still hanging from where the fabric had been torn. Digging his toe into the dirt, he shifted sideways to present a smaller target.

      “Family,” he replied.

      “You don’t have a family.” Laurel cocked her head to one side, the light of the moon revealing there were dark lines all across her face.

      He nodded. “That’s right, I don’t. But there’s something you clearly forgot.”

      “Which is?” The way Laurel spoke, it was almost like she was an entirely different person.

      Cyrus saw Grace take Callisto by the hand and pull. Laurel turned her attention to the children and raised her wand.

      “They call me Master Cyrus for a reason.” The moment the words left his lips, the frost wand was in his hand, an icy blast smacking Laurel’s wand hand away from the kids. Rather than drop her wand, she let the blast spin her in place so she could take aim and fire. The crimson beam of energy narrowly missed Cyrus but tore a huge gouge across the landscape where it struck, eventually splitting a tree in half. Flames rose from the blast, immediately scorching the hair of his beard.

      Cyrus’s jaw dropped in shock. He didn’t know the spell, but he recognized the smell. The faint stench of sulfur wafted across the clearing.

      “You sold your soul to a demon? When?”

      Laurel laughed. It was a loud, throaty cackle that filled the clearing. When she looked at him again, he could see the malevolent energy in her eyes. She raised her open hand, and Cyrus saw a terrifying eye in the center of her palm. The eye blinked, and Cyrus was assailed by a terrible energy that blasted his mind. It felt like fishhooks had pierced his body, each one attached to a string that pulled in a different direction. Cyrus screamed and fell to the ground, clutching at his face.

      “She looked up to you, you know.” Laurel walked toward him, her hand outstretched and the eye watching. “It’s why she felt so threatened by your presence. I don’t pretend to understand. It was nothing more than some classic daddy issues, honestly. I guess that’s just what happens when you grow up without parents.”

      Cyrus looked up at Laurel, blood leaking from his eyes. He muttered a single word in Enochian, using sheer force of will to dismiss the demon’s oppression. Laurel’s eyes widened in disbelief as Cyrus rammed the dagger he had tucked into his belt through her thigh. She went down on one knee, her eyes bulging out of her head in pain.

      “The safe word…is…chucklebunny.” He headbutted the witch wearing Laurel’s body, then jammed the ice wand into her gut and fired. A starburst of ice flash froze the woman’s torso, and she stumbled backward in shock.

      “How dare you,” she growled, flames now licking across her skin. The ice on her body melted and sloughed off. Cyrus raised his wand and attempted to fire again. However, his hand from the wrist down was encased in ice. When he tried to wiggle his fingers, he realized he couldn’t feel them. The witch leaped forward before he could attack, then slammed the palm with the eye in it on top of his head.

      “I regret that I can only kill you once,” she muttered. He felt the eyelid open against his skin, and then pain racked his body and he screamed so hard that something in his throat tore. Minutes, hours, days went by, and his entire existence was agony. He prayed for mercy, for death, for oblivion, anything that would keep him from feeling the sensation of his soul being ripped apart.

      And when the end came, it was in the form of a little girl who threw herself at the witch, biting and punching. Laurel staggered away from Cyrus, desperately fighting off the arachne. The fight should have been one-sided, but the witch was strong. Eventually, she managed to grab the child with her demonic hand and slam her into the ground.

      “What in the hell?” Laurel wiped blood from her face, which the eye seemed to absorb. “You’re…the girl?”

      Cyrus stared in horror as Grace rose from a crouch and stared defiantly at the witch. She bared her teeth, and Laurel fumbled to raise her wand. The eternity of torment he had just experienced was meaningless in the face of what was about to happen.

      He opened his mouth and tried to tell Grace to run. But only one word escaped him, a single powerful syllable.

      “Why?” he whispered.

      “No man left behind.” Grace touched the dog tags around her neck. “Papa, up.”

      “Abomination.” Laurel raised her wand and fired. Grace dodged away from the blast, the landscape exploding beneath where she had been standing. Hellfire rained across the landscape as the witch tried to blast the little arachne, but Grace was far faster than the witch could ever be.

      However, where speed was an asset, lack of experience was her downfall. Cyrus immediately realized Grace was attempting to hunt the witch, and when the little arachne slid beneath a beam of fire to leap at Laurel, the witch slammed her demonic palm into the child’s forehead. Immediately, the arachne fell to the ground next to Cyrus, her legs curling up beneath her.

      There were no final words, no moment of contemplation. Laurel lowered the wand directly at Grace, the air around it shimmering with heat. By the time the magic surged down her arm and through the wand, Cyrus had wrapped his body around the child, using every last bit of magic and knowledge to encase the two of them in protective shielding.

      Cyrus screamed, the protective sigils on his coat igniting and flaring out before his own magic could take over. His magic wrapped around the two of them as a silken cocoon made of light, his adrenaline skyrocketing. There were so many rules of magic put into place to protect spellcasters, to keep them from accidentally killing themselves when they channeled magic.

      Cyrus broke them all. He yanked magic from the earth without asking, even tried to pull it from the heat of the hellfire. The magical items in his pocket fell out as the magic of the coat failed, and he forced the energy stored within them into his barrier. Ice, lightning, and fire flickered around the edges of his vision, the protective magic reflected in the shimmering eyes of the child beneath him. The ground around them caught on fire and turned to ash as the flames burned his flesh but did not penetrate his body.

      When the flames ended, Cyrus toppled over, Grace still clutched tightly against his body. He felt light-headed, the stars above dancing around in a way that made him nauseous. Grace was motionless, her body tucked into a little ball in his arms. An arachne’s main weakness was fire; it disoriented them by destroying all the fine hairs on their body.

      He tried to call the child’s name but couldn’t. Something had broken inside him, and it felt like he was floating.

      “Fucking old man.” Laurel walked around the two of them. She knelt and looked in Cyrus’s eyes, then nodded in approval. When she turned her attention toward Grace, she smirked. “Hopefully there will be enough left of you that⁠—”

      Grace unfolded her body so fast that Laurel had no time to react. With immense speed and dexterity, she stuck the fire wand Cyrus had forgotten to take from her into Laurel’s mouth and said a single word. Mana flared down the child’s arm, activating the wand.

      “Bad.”

      There was an explosion of fire, followed by a shriek of pain. Then everything went white.
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      The forest was little more than a blur, finally giving way to a large slab of rocks that extended nearly a hundred feet in the air. When Mike Radley stepped through the damaged hangar doors, it was to the sight of Bigfoot, Yuki, and Dana huddled up behind a concrete pillar that was now supported by an ice wall nearly ten feet thick. Dead mercenaries littered the area, and the remainder had holed up toward the back of the room in what looked like a control center. When Dana poked her head around the corner, a rifle cracked, and she barely dodged it. Along the back wall, a cluster of shadows had captured Mace, the magical weapon motionless beneath the dark tendrils.

      He frowned. There was no way this last group of men should be capable of holding off Yuki, let alone the three of them. Still unseen, he took a moment to scan the room to see what the actual problem was. He spotted it when he saw that Yuki’s ice seemed to truncate in a straight line that crossed the hangar bay. With no effort at all, he examined the magic in the room and saw the truth.

      Crimson runes blazed defiantly in his vision, combined into a giant magical circuit that created a disruptive field. The runes weren’t just inscribed into the surface of the walls but ran deep beneath the ground. If Ratu were here, she could probably disable them by manipulating earth and stone.

      The fairies circled up on him to hide inside his collar, and he felt a surge of ice pass through his skull. He raised the grimoire in front of his face to catch the bullet that came his way, then moved to crouch behind a pile of rubble. His heart raced as gunfire shattered the concrete around him, but he swallowed his fear and examined the book.

      The grimoire was indestructible, and the round had flattened itself along the cover. Mike peeled it off with the tip of his finger and then studied the tome. He thought back to all he knew about his own magic and what Beth had told him. While running to the secret facility, he had felt the magic of the land at his back. Something was happening inside him, some deep epiphany that was about to rise to the forefront. By opening this book, there was a chance he was about to throw away something precious.

      If he wanted, he could scorch the earth and leave nothing but ruin in his wake. But that was a path he didn’t dare tread. What sort of spell should he ask the grimoire for?

      “I need the power to protect,” he whispered, and the book obeyed. The pages flipped open to reveal several variations of spells that would protect him from harm. He studied these for a moment, then looked across the room. Shaking his head, he looked at the book again.

      “To protect others.” The pages flipped some more, and then his precognition pulled his attention to a small projectile that bounced off the stack and landed a couple of feet away. He scowled at the grenade, and his magic shoved it into the air with a burst of light and static. The grenade burst halfway back toward its sender, peppering the area with shrapnel and causing Mike’s ears to ring.

      The grimoire’s spells swam before his vision, each one calling to him. He didn’t like how some of them whispered seductively in his ears, promising him their power without revealing the cost. The book actually trembled in his fingers, causing him to pause.

      A shadow creature bubbled up from the ground in front of him, forming a pair of bladed limbs. Mike glanced up at it in anger as the manifestation raised its arms and took a step toward him.

      “NO,” he said, and motes of light leaped from his body, punching holes in the dark specter. Turning his attention back to the book, he felt his anger growing. He didn’t feel like fucking around with the grimoire any longer. Why hadn’t Beth mentioned the whispering to him? Surely she would have brought it up.

      Or maybe she couldn’t. She had warned him that the power was addictive, a free ride to greatness. Perhaps she hadn’t heard the whispers or the promises the book made. Was it the book itself or the spells within that threatened to trap him?

      “I see,” he muttered, understanding the trap that had been laid. The grimoire of Morgan le Faye was a compendium of power without judgment. He knew very little about the ancient sorceress but understood she would have no reason to omit spells because of the danger they posed. Ultimately, it was the burden of the person using it.

      Another grenade came. This time, a lightning spider jumped off his shoulder and grabbed onto the projectile, carrying it back the way it had come. Mike winced at the loud boom, then turned more pages.

      It took some digging, but at last he found a spell that didn’t promise power, didn’t whisper to him like some insidious shadow man. It was a spell powered by his own magic and desire to protect the ones he loved. Rising from his hiding spot, he stepped to the left to dodge a quick burst of rifle fire and curled the fingers of his left hand upward.

      His magic fled into the floor, raising a wall of silver-and-gold light that stretched to the ceiling. A squadron of shadows by the wall exploded into nothingness at the appearance of the wall, and fired rounds fell harmlessly on the other side. The others stepped away from the concrete pillar, looking at Mike in relief. He rose from his hiding spot, his whole body feeling strangely hollow. Though his intent was noble, he had stepped outside of his magical boundaries, and the price for doing so had left him drained.

      “Thanks,” said Yuki, then made a fist and created a large icicle that she pounded into the wall. The crimson circuits flickered in response, then sent out an arc of magic that tried to push her away. Dana ran to Mace’s aid, cutting away the shadows to free the magical weapon. Bigfoot stood, his fur matted with blood. The cryptid moved toward the hangar door.

      “The kids already escaped,” he said, stumbling for the exit. “We need to catch up to them.”

      “Shit.” Mike looked back at the opening. “Should we all go?”

      “No.” Yuki slammed a chunk of ice into the wall again, and the circuits faltered once more. “They’ll only pursue us and make things worse. Once I break these runes, we’ll make sure they can’t.”

      Dana crossed the room to Mike’s side. Her hair had turned gray, and there was a dangerous hunger in her eyes. “Ticktock is chasing some of them through the other levels,” she said. “Death and Cyrus are outside with the kids, but Elizabeth went after them.”

      “Fuck.” Mike looked at Yuki. “Do you guys have this?”

      “We do now.” The kitsune winked at him. “You probably don’t want to be around to see what I do to these guys.” Yuki glanced at Dana. “Or her, for that matter.”

      Dana said nothing. However, she did lick her lips.

      Mike nodded, trying hard to keep his gaze away from the corpses at the edge of his vision. It was clear that many of them were no longer intact. He caught up to Bigfoot, who was struggling to walk.

      “You look like shit,” he said.

      “Eat a dick.” Bigfoot snorted. “The last time I got shot this many times was when some idiot mistook me for a buffalo.”

      “I thought bullets couldn’t hurt you?”

      Bigfoot shrugged. “There were a lot of bullets tonight. Some of them were bigger than others. It’s a numbers game.”

      “Will you be okay?”

      The cryptid nodded. “The forest takes care of its own. Its magic will help me. Go find the kids. I’ll catch up when I can.”

      Dana ran up to Mike. “Yuki says you’ll need this.” She placed a small crystalline compass in his hand. “It’s pointing at Cyrus’s bracelet.”

      “Thank you.” Mike looked at the direction the compass pointed and started running. A dark mass of arachnids chittered in frustration as they arrived at the facility only for Mike to leave in another direction. Their sounds of protest faded behind him as he ran into the forest.

      He was perhaps half a mile into the woods when he heard a scream, followed by an explosion to his left. Stopping in his tracks, he turned and saw the eerie glow of flames across the treetops. The compass pointed away from the flames, but the thought of following the compass filled him with an icy dread that made him sick to his stomach.

      Growling in frustration, he turned toward the blast and sprinted toward the flames as if his own life depended on it. All four fairy girls flew ahead of him, illuminating the trees. Mike could feel the forest crying out in pain as distant trees ignited. It didn’t take long before he found himself in another valley, this time with a figure shrieking on the ground and sending flames in every direction. From where he stood, he could tell it was a woman who was missing most of her face.

      Staring in horror, he watched as she sent ropy blasts of hellfire out in a circle, then rolled onto her back and clutched her skull in pain. Her cries were garbled, due to her missing lower jaw. The flames were avoiding the woman but had spread outward into the forest. He was uncertain why his magic had led him here, but then a single word from the other side of the valley cut through the woman’s screams.

      “Grace!”

      “Cyrus,” Mike whispered, then ran a wide circle around whoever was casually burning down the world. The flames made the terrain difficult, but he managed to circumvent them. The woman was unaware of his presence, and he crossed the valley to find a wall of smoke. Covering his mouth, he walked into the burning woods toward the sound of the mage’s voice.

      “Grace! Get down from there!”

      When Mike found Cyrus, the old mage was on his knees at the base of a tree, clinging to it for support. Up above, the arachne was staring at the flames in terror. Cyrus was covered in blood and ash, his features ghastly in the fire’s light.

      Grace had climbed up into the tree and was nearly fifteen feet off the ground. She was panting with exertion, clutching Jenny tight against her chest. When Cyrus screamed again, the arachne acted like she couldn’t even hear him. Flames from a nearby tree caused the child to hiss and scoot away.

      “She’s disoriented! Fire blinds her kind.” Mike moved to the base of the tree. Cyrus turned to look at Mike, his eyes shimmering with thick tears.

      “Oh, thank the gods,” Cyrus said, then pointed up. “I’m not entirely sure what happened. We were fighting a witch, and I got knocked out. I think Grace dragged me here but got scared, and now I can’t get her down.”

      “She might not be able to hear you.” Mike frowned at Cyrus. The old man was in rough shape. Looking up at his child, Mike could see nothing but terror in her eyes. “Does Callisto have the bracelet?”

      “Yes.” Cyrus groaned and leaned forward as if he was going to puke. “I thought I could get them out, I⁠—”

      “You did good.” Mike put his hand on the tree and closed his eyes. He could sense the tree’s fear of the flames, but there was nothing he could do for it. The grimoire whispered softly to him, so he tossed the book on the ground.

      Give me back my child, he said, pushing his will into the tree. The tree trembled in response, and then the large branch supporting Grace shifted away from her, and she lost her balance. The arachne was silent as she fell, and when Mike grabbed onto her, she let out a hiss and bit him.

      “It’s okay, sweetie. Daddy’s here.” He clutched his child tight and pulled the compass from his pocket. It pointed back in the direction he had come, which would also take him away from the flames. Mike tucked the compass in his pocket and knelt to pick up the grimoire. When he looked at Cyrus, it was to see the old man steadying himself as if he was drunk. “You need a hand?”

      “Go, I’ll keep up.” The mage chuckled and spat, briefly vanishing behind a waft of smoke. “Promise I won’t just lie down and let those flames burn me.”

      There was smoke everywhere, and Mike lost his way more than once. The fairies left the safety of his collar and glowed brightly from above as they took him back in the direction of the field. When he arrived, it was to see that the woman who had been screaming and spewing hellfire in every direction was being tended to by a dark figure, who rose at his approach.

      “Mike Radley.” Elizabeth glared at him with eyes he didn’t recognize. Her skin was peeled up in several places, revealing dark scales beneath. Ominous shadows clung to her like leaking oil, slowly pooling beneath her feet. With the flames at his back, Mike watched as his own shadow shivered and melted, flowing in the witch’s direction.

      “Elizabeth.” Mike kept his face neutral. “You’re looking well.”

      “How are you even here?” The witch glanced down at the woman on the ground, who was now silent. Mike realized the faceless woman had been wrapped up tightly in shadows like a cocoon. “I thought you were in Hawaii?”

      Sensing an opportunity, Mike took it. “Didn’t you know?” He summoned his magic, creating an electrical light show of dancing sparks all across his body. “My name is Mike Radley, and I’m the fastest man alive.”

      “I’m glad you’ve kept your sense of humor.” Elizabeth stuck out her hand, and a staff burst through the ground at her feet. Atop the stick was a large ruby held in place by coiled roots. “It’ll give me something to carve from you other than your heart.”

      “There’s only one of you and eight of us.”

      The witch sneered. “All I see is a dead man and his child.”

      Mike looked back to make sure Cyrus had kept up with him. The man was in a crouch, using his hands to keep from toppling over. Unless the old mage was faking an injury, it was clear he wasn’t a threat.

      From above, the fairies descended en masse, landing on top of Mike’s head. They were bouncing up and down on his scalp, blowing raspberries at the witch. It was clear he wasn’t going to impress Elizabeth with numbers alone.

      “I’ve also got this.” Mike held up the grimoire with one hand. Elizabeth faltered for a moment, her eyes dropping to the tome.

      “You wouldn’t dare,” she said, her gaze shifting to Grace. “If we fight, I will try to kill your child. You can pretend to have the upper hand all you want, but we both know that nobody here can help you. Every single one of them is a liability.”

      “Hardly. They’re my strength.” His magic churned in approval of his words, but he was painfully aware how little of it remained. The grimoire started whispering to him again, but he ignored it. “You and your people are always underestimating us, and it’s only going to continue.”

      Elizabeth opened her mouth to say something, but the bundled figure behind her let out a cry of agony. The woman paused, clearly fighting the urge to look back. Mike recognized it as concern but was a little surprised to see it on the witch’s face. There was only one person in the world he knew of that she could care that much about.

      “That’s Sarah, isn’t it?”

      “You are not to speak of her.” Elizabeth’s eyes became wild. “You killed her.”

      “Technically, a plant did that, not me. But that’s her soul in there now, right?” Mike narrowed his eyes. “Which means she’s alive. The two of you have a chance to walk away. So what will it be? Do we put each other’s children in danger or agree to⁠—”

      Elizabeth thrust her staff forward, and the shadows beneath her ripped free of the ground, forming into serrated spikes. Opal burst free from her flask, shoving Mike and Grace away as the slime girl caught the bladed barrage. Though unharmed, the slime girl was now tangled up in the rigid shadows.

      Mike leaped away from the next attack, and a third one that followed. His magic churned in alarm as dark flames circled around his feet, sucking the heat from his body.

      The fairies flew at the witch but were immediately batted aside with the staff. Mike ran for the edge of the clearing, but the ground was ripped away from beneath his feet. He stumbled and fell, clutching Grace to his body. The little arachne hissed loudly, her eyes scrunched up tight. An ominous wind blew across Mike’s back, and he rolled over to see Elizabeth standing over him, an imperious grin on her face.

      “It looks like you weren’t the fastest man alive after all.” The skin of her lips split, revealing more of the macabre vision that hid beneath the surface. She cackled and held up a hand full of dark fire, ready to smash it down on the two of them.

      Then the spiders came. Dozens of them at once, ballooning through the air on silken strands. The ones that landed near her wrist were immediately consumed by the flames, but the rest landed on her shoulders and head, immediately scurrying around and finding anything they could bite.

      THE BROOD MUST SURVIVE, they declared as one. Gossamer strands stuck in the witch’s hair as hundreds more of them came, landing on the witch and immediately seeking out sensitive flesh.

      Elizabeth flinched, then let out a cry of pain and grabbed her side. She slammed her staff on the ground and covered herself in flames, but that just forced the spiders to seek refuge anywhere they could fit. When Elizabeth screamed in fury, several of them crawled inside her nose and mouth.

      Somewhere through the smoke, Cyrus let out a strangled cry of his own, but Mike couldn’t see what was wrong. He got to his feet and ran away from Elizabeth but looked back to see a dark carpet of arachnids had emerged from the forest, the swarm caught up to him at last. They flowed across Sarah’s new body, and she struggled to free herself from her mother’s magical bonds as they sank their teeth into her as well.

      Looking away from Elizabeth and the burning forest, Mike ran with Grace toward safety. He made it to the tree line and then threw himself to the ground to avoid a blast of hot green fire. When he got to his feet, it was to see the witch standing over him with shadows stretched out behind her like wings. Large tendrils had sprouted from her shoulders, each of them wrapped securely around the struggling form of Sarah. The witch’s face and hands were bloody, the skin already swelling from all the bites.

      They looked at each other for less than a moment, but an understanding was reached. There were no more words to exchange as Elizabeth raised her staff and pointed it in his direction. The book practically screamed for his attention, but Mike recognized the danger. Even if he had time to open it and cast something, there would be a price down the road, one far worse than this.

      “NO,” he said, and the book obeyed. Elizabeth froze up for a moment, as if in obedience. Shaking her head, she sneered and finished casting her spell.

      Instead of closing his eyes, Mike faced his death head-on, clutching his child tightly in defiance. Elizabeth was so focused on killing him that she didn’t sense the massive pine tree that ripped through the clearing like a spear, impaling her torso and yanking her body away into the burning darkness. Elizabeth’s shadow tendrils were dragged along behind her, carrying Sarah away as well.

      Blinking in awe, Mike turned to see Bigfoot standing nearly forty feet away, panting with exertion and covered in pine needles. The cryptid limped over to Mike.

      “Critical hit,” he grunted, then fell on his butt and sighed. “You run too damned fast.”

      “How did you find us?”

      Bigfoot chuckled. “This is the forest. Nothing happens here without me knowing it.”

      “You followed the spiders.”

      “Yeah, I did.” The Sasquatch held out his arms. “Can I hold her?”

      Mike handed Grace to her uncle and then went after Elizabeth. Roughly six feet of the splintered trunk had passed through her body, and she looked back at him with glassy eyes. The staff she had clutched was broken on the ground next to her, the gemstone shattered. Mike noticed the dark crystal around her neck and recognized it immediately. He pulled it off her corpse and studied it. When he saw no soul lingering inside its depths, he shoved it in his pocket.

      Of Sarah, there was no trace. With the flames building even higher, Mike went back into the clearing and managed to round up the fairies once more. They helped him find Opal, who had become lost in the smoke. The slime girl went back inside her flask, and Mike tucked her away.

      Eventually, he found Cyrus. The old man was leaning against a tree, clutching his head in his hands. Mike knelt next to the mage and tentatively put a hand on his shoulder.

      “It’s me,” he said, and Cyrus looked up and stared at him in disbelief.

      “You came back for me?” Cyrus looked past Mike, then around at the burning woods. “Where’s the child?”

      “Safe. She’s safe now.” Mike held out a hand. “We need to get you to safety too. Can you walk?”

      “Are the spiders gone?”

      “They don’t like the smoke.” Mike coughed and covered his mouth. “And neither do I, for that matter.”

      The mage took Mike’s hand and rose. They navigated the scorched clearing and met up with Bigfoot, who cradled his niece against his chest. Her eyes were closed, and she clutched Jenny in her arms with her legs curled together into a tight ball.

      Mike pulled the compass from his pocket and pointed in the direction of Callisto. The group made their way into the woods and found the boy nearly half an hour later. The centaur stood next to Death, his eyes going wide upon seeing Mike.

      “Dad!” He galloped forward and hugged Mike so hard that they both nearly fell over.

      “Hello, Mike Radley.” Death adjusted his cowl and brushed some ash from his shoulders. “I found the boy while hunting a witch. Did you know she can fly? That’s how she got away from me.”

      “Don’t worry. Her bark was worse than her bite,” Mike replied, his own tears mixing with Callisto’s. When they finally broke apart, Mike noticed the cut on his son’s face.

      “Cyrus said it might scar,” the boy said, looking at the mage.

      Mike knew he was right. This was the scar he had seen on his son’s face in the future. He turned to look at the mage, who stood there silently, watching. Their eyes met, and Mike was suddenly aware of the man’s bleak condition, of what Cyrus had sacrificed for his kids.

      “You saved my children,” Mike said.

      “Not quite yet.” Cyrus smiled weakly. “We need to get them home.”

      Mike nodded and looked at Bigfoot and Death. “Can you get them home? I want to go back and make sure the others are okay. We’re going to need them in Hawaii.”

      “This is a job we can do, but…” Death looked hesitantly at Cyrus. “I don’t know how to ask this delicately. What would you like me to do about him?”

      Mike looked at Cyrus, the man pale in what light there was to be had. Grace opened her eyes and turned to look at them. She pointed at her dog tags.

      “Papa Cyrus,” she said.

      Mike stared at his daughter in astonishment, then looked at Cyrus. “She speaks?”

      Cyrus nodded. “Apparently. Also…she may have picked up some words you don’t approve of though.”

      “Fucking hell,” Grace added.

      Mike took a step toward Cyrus and bowed his head. “Would you do me the honor of watching my children just a little bit longer? I know you’re tired and deserve some rest, but…I wouldn’t mind having an extra set of eyes on them while I’m gone. There’s a really comfy chair in the living room that overlooks the front yard. It’s my favorite place to catch a nap.” He took a deep breath and then let it out. “My house is your house, Master Cyrus.”

      Cyrus smiled and let out a sigh. It was as if a weight had been lifted from his shoulders. “You’ve got yourself a deal,” he said.

      “Thank you.” Mike looked at Bigfoot. “Please help them get home, and send word to Zel immediately. Death, they’re going to need you in Hawaii, so head there right away, please.”

      “After some tea?” asked the reaper. “I wouldn’t mind fifteen minutes to myself after this ordeal.”

      Mike chuckled. “Of course,” he replied. “But tea might be better with friends, and you sure have a lot of them in Hawaii who could use a cup, I bet.”

      “Oh, I see what you’re doing.” Death’s eye flames flickered in delight. “I bet they would appreciate a good green tea to help lift their spirits.”

      “They really would.” Mike looked at Callisto. “I’ll be home later.”

      Callisto sniffled, then wiped snot from his nose and nodded. Mike took the tracking bracelet from Callisto and handed him the compass.

      “Here. This will help you find me in case you need it, just like we found you.” Mike rose and took a step back. He wanted to go with his kids, but they would be safe once Bigfoot took them through the trees. “I’ll see you in a bit. I need to go help Aunt Dana and Aunt Yuki kick a little ass, okay?”

      The motley group left, quickly vanishing between a pair of trees. Mike turned back toward the facility and started jogging; his legs were sore yet his heart full.

      When he got back to the facility, the sounds of gunfire had already diminished. Uncorking Opal’s bottle, he poured the slime girl onto the ground so she could form next to him.

      “Let’s clean this place up,” he declared, then walked into the hangar with the fairy girls in tow.

      ---

      Beth stood on the beaches of Paradise, her eyes on the massive balls of fire in the sky that Ratu had created so everyone could see. Along the sand, merfolk came and went as Leilani’s colony checked in with intel regarding Francois’s forces. A cabana made of stone had been constructed by Pele, who sat at a massive table beneath it. A three-dimensional map of the island and surrounding waters had been built in the middle, with tiny figurines that represented various ships and undead hordes approaching the island.

      At the head of the table stood Tink. The table was big enough for her to easily walk along, and she was spouting half-formed words and gibberish while Kisa tried to translate for anyone who might have been confused. At first, nobody had taken the goblin seriously, but after Tink had bitten three different merfolk and headbutted an obstinate Knight, people had at least learned to get out of her way.

      “Check here,” she shouted at a merman holding a spear while stamping her foot in a region of ocean about a mile south of Olowalu. “Big dip mean bone cereal!”

      “She thinks there may be undead in that depression,” Kisa offered.

      The merman nodded politely at Kisa and jogged off to give orders to a team in the water. So far, Tink had identified nearly three dozen hiding spots based on topography alone. On a computer screen mounted to a pillar was meteorological data being streamed directly from satellites Eulalie had accessed using a bunch of techno skills that made no sense to Beth.

      Shoved up against the wall of the cabana was something that looked only vaguely familiar as a sniper rifle. Tink had removed the tripod from the gun and had been doing something weird with the barrel. When she wasn’t busy barking orders, she would occasionally chew on what looked like a massive bullet and then study it with her goggles. Beth had no idea what that was about and didn’t feel like asking.

      Even the sight of Tink had set the Order on edge, as goblins hadn’t been seen in over two decades and they were thought to be extinct. Beth wondered how many of them had even noticed Abella keeping an eye on things from the nearest building hastily assembled by both Ratu and Pele. The gargoyle’s main job right now was to listen for dissent or attempts at mutiny.

      With Paradise in shambles, the naga and the goddess had quickly thrown together a staging area made of rock and earth after gaining the merfolk’s allegiance for the fight ahead. The buildings were bare bones, with a few windows for ventilation and a thatched roof cobbled together by the merfolk. However, these structures qualified for portals, which the rats had quickly chewed into the walls. Right now, Order personnel with family on the island were already helping their people evacuate. Apparently, the Order had bunkers hidden across the islands for scenarios similar to these. Sadly, these spaces were primarily for VIPs who were going into hiding, which meant they were already packed full.

      While the rats opened portals, a few members of the Order had suggested that they be connected in a manner to allow the entire Order to assemble and send an army. Tink had immediately shot this idea down.

      “Stupid fucks attack home when husband help them,” she had declared. “Probably attack Tink while defending island, make big trouble. Tink smarter than big idiots, anyway.”

      Beth had agreed with this assessment. In fact, members of the Council, the governing body for the Order, had already made contact with personnel at Paradise in an attempt to do just that. Ingrid had briefly informed some guy in Europe that the situation was far too dire to try to wrestle control from the Radley family and hung up on him. Wallace had been contacted twice after the phone call with Ingrid had gone awry, but he had pretended the connection was bad and hung up on them.

      Aurora had immediately ordered Paradise personnel to ignore all phone calls from anyone who wasn’t her or a one of their direct family members, which her staff obeyed. A small team of mages then tried to coerce a group of rats into opening a portal directly to one of the Order’s main facilities in Europe. Eulalie and Reggie both had planned for this contingency in advance. After being bribed with cheese and crackers, the rats had opened a portal to the basement of an abandoned warehouse in Wyoming, then immediately collapsed the portal after the mages went through.

      The monitor flickered, and a cartoon depicting Eulalie’s human face appeared. She had refused to come in person, a decision the others had agreed with. Besides, the internet connection in the Library was simply the best on earth.

      “Okay, I’ve got intel from the military,” the arachne said. Tink stopped moving around place markers to look at the screen. “There’s already hundreds of pages of data coming in, but we can sum it up succinctly by saying they’re panicking. The Coast Guard made contact with one of the boats and were immediately attacked. We have the Navy in the area, but they aren’t sure what to do. It sounds like the Order has already gotten in contact with them and the chain of command is breaking down.”

      “Breaking down how?” asked Beth.

      “Have you ever watched a movie and thought to yourself, hey, the people in charge are really fucking stupid. Why are they wasting time arguing when they could be doing literally anything?”

      Tink sneered. “Stupid fucks afraid,” she said, her tail flicking a marker off the table. Kisa caught it and put it back in position. “Afraid to take blame after.”

      “Yes, I’ve seen movies like that,” Beth replied. “That’s most movies, honestly.”

      “The Order is telling them to go ahead and sink ships. But Navy Command used a bunch of drones and didn’t spot any movement on the ships, so they think this is some type of massive psyop perpetrated by the enemy of the week and are refusing to cooperate. The Order asked to take command, the Navy told them to fuck off, and the president just learned today that magic exists and the state of Hawaii is about to be assaulted by thousands of skeletons.”

      “The president…didn’t know?” Beth looked around the table and finally spotted Aurora. The woman was walking over with a tray of coffee.

      “I can explain,” she offered, then handed Beth a cup. “Some time ago, it was decided the office of the presidency was too volatile. By that, I mean a potentially new person every four years. The Order and some military higher-ups decided it was best to handle things like this on a need-to-know basis. Even the people in the US government who are aware of the Order are only told a very small amount of what’s actually going on, which means there is quite a bit of distrust.”

      Eulalie’s avatar folded her arms across her chest and looked very thoughtful. “That about sums it up. Based on my sources, the president thinks the Order is lying about what’s actually happening down here and is hesitant to tell the Navy to blow all these ships out of the water. So what we have right now is a stalemate based on incompetence and lack of trust. Three SEAL teams have already gone missing, which means the next step is to start bombing. But with so many of these ships, there’s a good chance they might strike a civilian target on accident. A military action this large will absolutely cause a PR disaster no matter how successful.”

      “What about the locals? Surely they’ve noticed something.”

      Eulalie scoffed. “The news reported that it’s a training drill before communications went down. Several fishing vessels have already gone missing, so people suspect something is up but are blaming the government already.”

      “Yeah, well, they’re really going to suspect something is up in a few hours when we drag them out of bed and send them somewhere else. Speaking of, do you have control of the tsunami alert system?”

      Eulalie nodded. “I do, as well as every other alert system. When you’re ready, we can start pinging people in an attempt to get them to safety.”

      “Coast first,” Tink declared, pointing along the edge of the island. “Too many tourists, biggest push.”

      “My people have already evacuated some of the smaller towns.” Aurora handed a mug to Tink. The goblin took it and slammed the steaming-hot contents, then tossed the cup over her shoulder where it shattered on the ground. Scowling with frustration, the hostess continued. “We’ve cleared out some of those areas, but people are scattered all over the island. It’s going to be really hard to track them all down.”

      “We’ve accounted for that.” Beth looked at Tink, who was now frantically rubbing her tongue. “Cecilia and Suly are roaming the island and speaking with the marchers, letting them know what’s about to happen. They’ve been tasked with tracking down their descendants and guiding them to safety.”

      “You’re using the marchers? People will be terrified!” Aurora handed a coffee to Kisa, who set it to the side. “How are your people going to talk to the Nightmarchers? I don’t think they’re going to understand English.”

      “This is a terrifying situation. This is essentially a mass invasion.” Beth felt her mind drift for a moment. She wasn’t sure what the rest of the night had in store for her, but she knew for a fact that she was standing at ground zero for a moment that would likely change the course of the world. “As for our people, they were created specifically by the fae to guide souls to the afterlife. The language barrier won’t be an issue for them.”

      “Did somebody say afterlife?” A figure stepped forward as if melting out of the shadows. Aurora actually screamed and dropped her tray, which Kisa tried but failed to catch. A pair of Knights came running over but immediately halted at the sight of the grim reaper standing next to the table.

      The Radley family all stared at Death in silence, both stunned at his arrival and curious about his next words. The grim reaper looked down at the spilled tray and just shook his head.

      “I apologize for startling you,” he declared, then lifted his hands to reveal a tray of his own. A large teapot sat in the center, surrounded by several empty mugs. “I guess it’s a good thing I brought along refreshments.”

      “Death?” Beth looked at the reaper, afraid to ask the question everyone wanted to know the answer to. She looked over at Aurora, who had already regained her wits. “Do you have something to tell us?”

      “It’s a green tea,” he said, setting down the tray and pouring a cup. “It has antioxidants.”

      Kisa elbowed Death in the hip. He scowled at the cat girl.

      “Well?” Kisa put her hands on her hips.

      “Well, what?” Death handed her a mug. “Don’t you already know?”

      “No, you dumbass!” Kisa smacked him. “I can’t read Mike’s thoughts ever since he got to that place where magic is blocked!”

      “Oh. Oh!” Death looked at everyone. “Then you wouldn’t know. The children are home, and they are largely unharmed.”

      Everyone let out the breaths they had been holding. Tink said nothing, but now tears streamed free from beneath her goggles. She rubbed them away from her cheeks.

      “What about the others?” Beth’s heart was now slamming in her chest.

      Death made a face. “Mike Radley went to assist them. It was my job to guide the children home and then come here immediately. I apparently have an important job to do.”

      “That’s right.” Kisa looked up at the reaper. “Cecilia and Suly need your help.”

      “How may I be of assistance?”

      “You know where everybody died.” Beth pointed at the map. “Right now, Cecilia and Suly are running everywhere trying to track down and speak with the Nightmarchers. However, with your knowledge of maps and spirits, you can go right to the locations where they perished. They need to know that a battle is coming and we need their help at sunrise.”

      “I’m supposed to track down everyone who has died?” Death made a face. “That will take much longer than the time I have.”

      “Not everyone. Hawaii’s warriors and its chieftains. Anyone who died in battle here would qualify. Also, Pele informed me that the most powerful shamans and warriors in Hawaiian history would be interred in secret locations to protect their mana and allow it to return to the island. If you can find the resting place of the old chieftains and kings, they should assist you.”

      “And you believe they will be willing to help?”

      Beth nodded. “The Nightmarchers linger because they love this land. If you tell them Francois is planning to kill everybody here, they will get involved. Tink?”

      The goblin pointed to the relief of the island. “Marchers need go these places for sunrise,” she said, indicating markers made of wood with whimsical painted ghosts. “Spend night, find family, take safety. Morning? Get ready for big kill.”

      “Oh, and ask them to avoid these areas.” Beth pointed at a couple of signs that looked like knockoffs of the Ghostbusters logo. “That’s where we’ll have living allies. We don’t want them to confuse us with the enemy.”

      Death scratched his skull for several seconds, then nodded. “I can already think of several places where many people died,” he stated, then picked up his teapot. “I was going to share this, but it seems I will need it on the long road ahead. May I have some rats to accompany me? It would behoove us all if I could traverse the terrain utilizing their skills.”

      “We’ve already got a bunch of portals set up, but I’ll send you some rats in case you need them. Reggie is overseeing the evacuation of the Kaupo region. That’s not far from where the merfolk were boiled alive, which is probably where Francois is going to send his monster to try to get the eggs.” Eulalie paused. “Do we know what that thing is, by the way?”

      Beth shook her head. “We think we have a pretty good idea, but won’t know for sure until it rears its ugly head. Di will be on standby in case it shows. The thing is apparently massive.” In fact, Pele had drawn a picture of the beast for Beth, but it hadn’t made a whole lot of sense to her. The creature had the face of a demon, with the tentacles of a massive squid, on the torso of a man. Sofia had found references to such a creature, but the only one known to exist had been slain centuries prior.

      Then again, she couldn’t even be sure of that. Her mythology was largely based on a couple of coincidences and an old movie called Clash of the Titans. Sadly, Medusa’s head had been destroyed some time ago, which meant defeating an actual kraken was going to be far more difficult.

      “When it shows its ugly face, the military will react for sure.” Aurora’s voice was trembling. For whatever reason, Death had her spooked. The reaper noticed this and turned to face the young woman.

      “Before I go, would you like a biscuit?” He stuck a hand in his pocket and pulled out a plastic-wrapped Biscotti. “I keep these on me for special occasions. It seems you could use a pick-me-up.”

      “Are you…real?” asked Aurora.

      Death winked. “No matter what they say, I’m always real in the end. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve been given an important task.” With that, the grim reaper wandered onto the beach, causing merfolk and Order alike to scatter. “I shall see you in the morning,” he shouted. “Bright and early! No, not you, young man, I was talking to…no, I’m not coming personally to collect everybody, that would be… Can someone please help him? He’s crying now.”

      Beth winced and turned away from the spectacle on the beach.

      Tink had gone unnaturally quiet, her gaze now fixed on the map. She licked her lips, revealing plenty of sharp teeth.

      “Tink make better plan now,” she said, her voice almost guttural. “No more distraction, make huge plan, show husband Tink is best.”

      The hours were somehow long yet not long enough. Sometime after midnight, Beth was exhausted. She stared at the map, her eyes bleary as she contemplated the numerous markers Tink had placed or moved around. The goblin was long gone, having headed out to meet up with Eulalie. The two of them were hashing out final details regarding military equipment that Eulalie had procured when Kisa, who had fallen asleep on a nearby chair, leaped to her feet, startling Leilani.

      “He’s back!” she declared, then looked at the others. “Mike is home now.”

      “How did it go?” Beth asked.

      Kisa cocked her head to one side, then made a face. “Everybody made it home,” she said. “He’ll be on his way in just a bit. Apparently, he needs to wash off…you know.” The cat girl made a face and pantomimed scrubbing her hands.

      Beth sighed and sat back in a nearby chair. She studied the map, then checked a clock someone had rescued from the rubble and hung on the closest wall. It was almost one in the morning now, and evacuations had been underway for almost two hours. She looked over at a nearby couch, where Aurora, who had also been asleep, sat up and rubbed her eyes.

      “Do we need more coffee?” she asked with a yawn.

      “Most definitely.” Beth waved at the others. “You hold things down here. We’re going to go check in with him.”

      Aurora nodded, then gave them a small wave as they left. Leilani and Kisa followed Beth past the rubble of Paradise and up the street to their rental apartment. When they opened the door, it was to see Lily and Ratu guarding the portal.

      “Is he back?” asked the naga.

      “He is,” Kisa replied. “And he’s tired. I’ve never felt him this exhausted.”

      “Then let’s go show him a good time.” Lily sauntered toward the closet and opened it. Inside, a small portal flickered. She stopped Ratu from going through by holding out a hand and pushing her back, a look of concern on her face.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Ratu.

      “Ladies first,” Lily replied, then moved to go through the portal ahead of Ratu. The naga kicked the succubus in the ass, pushing her through.

      ---

      Cyrus jerked awake when he heard the front door creak open. Sitting immediately upright, he watched in silence as Mike, Yuki, and Dana walked in through the front door. Dana was carrying a backpack, which she tossed on the nearest couch. It immediately sprouted a pair of legs and wandered to a different spot.

      “How did it go?” asked Cyrus, his voice coming out as little more than a whisper. Having his ribs broken and then inhaling a ton of smoke hadn’t helped him any. Neither Yuki nor Dana acknowledged him, both women covered in blood and injuries. The two of them walked straight toward the back of the house and disappeared. Mike yawned, then looked over at Cyrus.

      “Oh,” he said as if surprised. “I almost didn’t see you there.”

      Cyrus waved a hand dismissively. “Not a worry,” he said. “The last couple of days finally caught up with me is all. The kids are safe. Zel took Callisto back to her village. Grace is right there.” He pointed toward the living room ceiling where a dark bundle had shrunk into the corner, clutching tightly to her doll. “I think she was waiting for you but fell asleep.”

      “I see.” Mike turned his attention to Cyrus. “Are you…okay?”

      Cyrus laughed, which became a rasping cough. “I’d say never better, but we both know I’d be lying.”

      “Yeah, right.” Mike sighed and stared at the ceiling, pain visible in his eyes. “How are the kids doing?”

      Cyrus shrugged. “They’re pretty resilient, so it’s hard to say. I’m surprised you didn’t wake her up when you came in.”

      Mike smiled. “Grace either sleeps heavy or light. There’s no in-between. I think heavy is good for now. Where’s Bigfoot?”

      “Out back. The nymph is pulling bullets out of him.”

      “It’s been a couple of hours though.”

      Cyrus laughed. “Apparently it was a lot of bullets. It took me a bit to chase him out of here, actually. He didn’t want to leave Grace alone, but he kept bleeding all over everything.”

      Mike gave Cyrus an odd look. “He actually listened to you?”

      The mage nodded. “Eventually. He was pretty sullen when we got back, and kept muttering to himself. He seemed far more receptive after Grace fell asleep. I had to keep reminding him that the army of centaurs in the front yard meant he would know well in advance that trouble was coming. He grumbled something about getting a beer and then got a six-pack out of the fridge before going out back. I promised him I would look after the girl as if she were my own.”

      “Papa Cyrus,” Mike muttered, scratching at his chin.

      “That’s something I told the kids when they were captured. It doesn’t mean anything.” Cyrus looked down at his hands.

      “I think it does, and that’s fine.” Mike sat in the chair across from Cyrus and stared at the ceiling. “You sacrificed everything for them.”

      “And I would do it again.” Cyrus saw the faraway look in Mike’s eyes. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. No. I don’t know.” The Caretaker looked at his hands. “There was a lot that happened in the facility is all. I guess I’m trying to come to terms with some of it, but it’s all very fresh.” As he spoke, a yellow fairy squirmed free of his shirt and hovered in front of his face, her hands moving as she said something to him in sign language. “I’ll explain later,” he said. “Go round up your sisters, please. I know they wandered off when we got home.”

      “Did you have to kill someone?” Cyrus asked. It was a hard question, but Cyrus felt it needed to be asked. “New recruits often struggle with that. It’s part of the reason the Order dehumanizes their targets, which leads to other problems down the road.”

      Mike shook his head. “No. It wasn’t that. I learned something recently that was only reinforced tonight. When I choose violence, we all lose. So I’m trying real hard to avoid it. My predecessor ruined her life chasing power for the sake of protection. I know we’ve talked about that.”

      “The infamous Emily.”

      “Yeah. Good intentions paved the road to Hell for her. My magic is alive, but not in the way we understand life. Sometimes, I get the feeling it’s watching me, much like an eager child willing to please. It wants to know how to adapt, to learn and grow. But that’s an ability that also comes with a heavy cost. When I make decisions that go against who I am as a person, I’m only creating a liability I’ll have to deal with later. It’s like a down payment on madness.

      “So I’ve been leaning into my role as a protector, as one who nourishes. The others, their strength lies in being able to do the things I shouldn’t. So when I went to help Yuki and Dana, I stayed back and assisted where I could. There was this spell in the grimoire, a magical shield of sorts. I kept using it over and over again to keep them safe, but now I feel…empty inside.” He let out a long sigh. “And that was just a spell that wasn’t trying to draw me in or corrupt me. I can only imagine what would have happened if I had used something more…out of line.”

      “It’s like discovering a new muscle during a workout.” Cyrus leaned back in his seat. “Your magical talents are a bit unorthodox to begin with, but I would say this spell sounds very similar in nature to what you typically accomplish. I’m guessing you were able to create this shield at no personal cost.”

      Mike nodded. “Other than fatigue, yeah. And anger. I have so much anger inside me right now, I’m afraid of what’s going to happen next. While I was walking those blood-soaked hallways, all I felt was relief that these men who took my children would never have a chance to hurt anyone ever again. I’m mad that I can’t just come home and hold my kids. I’m mad that it seems like there’s always somebody out there, lurking in the shadows until they can take what is mine.” The Caretaker leaned forward, placing his head in his hands. “And this great game business is a lot of bullshit. I have to go fight some centuries-old Frenchman now because he wants dragon eggs.”

      “Dragon eggs?” Cyrus lifted an eyebrow.

      “Yeah. Turns out the dragons left a special clutch behind before they departed our world. An egg from each type of elemental dragon if you can believe it. All I have to do is fertilize the last one and they’ll all be born together. I don’t even know what that means but have been told it could restore magic to the entire world.”

      “Dragons can be very territorial. But clutchmates typically aren’t. If these creatures hatch at the same time, they would grow up as playmates rather than potential enemies. The person raising them could accomplish much good. Or darkness, as it were.” Cyrus leaned back and sighed. “Think of it. A world with dragons once more.”

      “Our world still has dragons,” Mike countered.

      “In a limited sense. Those that exist are hidden away. There’s a powerful one that slumbers beneath Yellowstone. Each year, your government plies it with gold to keep it satiated. It’s actually one of the cushier gigs a member of the Order can receive.” Cyrus coughed, then rubbed at his chest. “Honestly, if I hadn’t been disgraced in my final days, I would probably be there now, monitoring a massive dragon and occasionally shoving gold and gems up its nostrils like cocaine.”

      “Really? Yellowstone?” Mike leaned forward in interest. “I thought it was a supervolcano?”

      “Oh, it is. It’s also the lair of a really massive dragon that will emerge if it ever erupts. If you’ve ever wondered if there’s gold left in Fort Knox, the answer is no. The US government actually created paper bills because humans care about perceived wealth, while dragons want the hard stuff.” Cyrus smiled whimsically. “I’m surprised you told me about the eggs. I figured that was the kind of thing you didn’t want people to know.”

      Mike got that odd look again, but it disappeared. “Trust doesn’t always come easy to me,” he explained. “Sometimes, it’s my magic that tells me someone is okay. Other times, I have to rely on my gut. You’ve proven yourself to me a hundred times over, and I only regret that I didn’t let you in sooner.”

      “I probably wasn’t ready, if I’m being honest.” Cyrus looked up at the slumbering bundle in the corner. “I tried to kill her grandmother when I was younger. I was in charge of the hunt for the last arachne. Thought I had succeeded, all those years ago. Learning I hadn’t, well…let’s just say that would have been much harder to accept if I hadn’t seen firsthand just how human she is.”

      “I get that. For me, I always had trouble with normal people, humans, specifically.” Mike stood and glanced outside. “I grew up with one who hurt me in so many ways, it damaged me. The women in this house, they aren’t human, yet they accepted me for who I was. So far, the only real monsters I’ve ever met are other humans. So I guess I came from the opposite direction you did.”

      Cyrus sighed. “A lesson I wish I had learned a long time ago.”

      “But I’m glad you learned it, anyway. Look, I’d better get going. The girls are probably washing off in Naia’s fountain before we head for Hawaii. I should do the same.” Mike made as if to leave, then paused. “You’ll…still be around when I get back, right?”

      The old man laughed. “If you think I’m going to leave this place so soon after being invited in, then you must have gotten some screws knocked loose. At the very least, I expect you to give me a proper tour.”

      “I can’t wait to show you the place. By the way, don’t go wandering off, and definitely stay out of the basement. There’s always a small chance something has escaped and wants to lure you down there.”

      Cyrus laughed, then stopped when he saw Mike wasn’t. The Caretaker walked toward the back of the house and left through the back door.

      Feeling a little awkward about the interaction, Cyrus maintained his vigil, now unable to sleep. It was nearly thirty minutes later when a spectral figure passed through the door, her lanky hair dangling over her face. The temperature of the room dropped substantially as the spirit cocked her head unnaturally to one side and studied him.

      “Je…Jenny?” Cyrus was stunned at the sight of the spirit.

      “The wicked witch got away,” she whispered as she drifted across the room, her feet dangling just inches above the ground. She floated up toward Grace, then turned to face Cyrus. “You’re like me now.”

      “I beg pardon?”

      “You were lost, but now you’re found.” The ghost cackled and started singing “Amazing Grace” as she shrank down and vanished inside the doll in the arachne’s arms.

      Cyrus shivered. He was never going to get used to that.

      ---

      When Mike arrived at the secret volcano, it was to find Pele waiting for him. Her arms were crossed, and she had an amused look on her face.

      “I take it you were successful?”

      He nodded, then looked around. The village was empty. “Where is everybody?”

      “Evacuating my people and the island’s tourists. Luckily, most of those hotels and resorts have standardized emergency procedures. Your rat queen has shut down communications in and out of the island, allowing us to localize whatever emergency works best. The people on the west side of the island are under the impression Japan had a massive earthquake and a tsunami is headed their way. They’re headed to reinforced buildings where the rats have installed portals.”

      “Where do the portals go?”

      Pele shrugged. “I can’t say for certain. Away from here is all I know for sure. I’ve heard rumors that some of them are going to underground bunkers on the mainland, while others are sitting in a warehouse somewhere in Ohio. It really doesn’t matter as long as they’re saved.”

      Mike nodded and looked up into the starry sky above. “Do you think we’ll make it in time?”

      The goddess smiled and moved closer, then placed her hand on his chest. “Because of the Nightmarchers, yes. All across the island, the spirits are guiding them to safety. Whether they can assist us in the battle ahead is unclear, but they have been quite good at removing people from their homes.”

      The Caretaker winced. “Removing sounds like a strong word.”

      “Many have forgotten the old ways. There isn’t time to explain.” Pele’s eyes dropped to Mike’s chest. “I sense pain in here,” she whispered.

      Mike nodded. “I saw a lot of things tonight that I’m going to have trouble with in the days ahead.” Behind him, a door opened, and Yuki walked out with a crown of fairies in her hair. Dana came shortly after, busy eating something that definitely wasn’t beef jerky.

      “Oh.” Pele took a step back and inspected Yuki. “Another demigod. I sense great power in this one.”

      “Not powerful enough.” Yuki scowled and ran her fingers through her hair, scattering the fairies. “My name is Yuki Radley. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” She bowed at the waist, her tails flicking behind her.

      “Dana.” The zombie spoke with her mouth full. “Don’ min meh, ah hungee.”

      Pele frowned. Mike cleared his throat.

      “It’s a dietary restriction, not a slight.”

      The goddess chuckled. “Don’t take me for one of the fae, Caretaker. I can recognize a deliberate slight.” She paused for a second. “Usually. It’s a pleasure to meet you both.”

      Dana swallowed hard, then smacked her lips. “So where’s this Francois guy?”

      “In a boat off the shore. We aren’t sure which one, and won’t know until tomorrow.” Pele looked at Mike. “Your…goblin friend assured me there is a plan, but she wasn’t real clear what it is beyond preparations.”

      “That’s because we don’t know who we can trust. For all we know, someone with the Order or the merfolk is still talking to him.” Mike felt Yuki press into him, her arms going around his waist. “Really, the main plan itself is to lure him out. He’s hiding behind all his forces but will have to show himself sometime. Even though we’ve evacuated a bunch of people, the plan is to put up a false defense where the most people would be, convince him we’re scattered. At some point, he’ll make his move. Once that asshole shows his face, we’ll take him out.”

      “How?”

      Mike shrugged. “Tink probably has five different ways to do it by now. That’s likely something we’ll figure out in the moment. We also have to figure out how to defeat his guardian.”

      Pele made a sound of disgust. “I regret I was unable to destroy that creature. I do not know if it pulls its power from Francois’s boat or the ocean itself, but it healed far too quickly for my liking.”

      “Are you saying we can’t kill it?”

      Pele shrugged. “I don’t know. That will be largely up to Di. Thirty minutes past sunrise, I will be busy triggering an eruption. Ratu will be Di’s guide down the mountain to meet the guardian’s challenge.”

      “What’s the eruption for?”

      The goddess grinned. “Just a little something your lawyer friend came up with. She’s a smart one. I like her.”

      There was a loud thumping sound from one of the nearby huts, followed by Lily pitching face-first through the door. She did a quick handspring and landed on her feet with her arms in the air like a gymnast.

      “Ta-da!” she declared.

      “Everything okay?” Mike asked.

      “She’s fine.” Ratu came out the door next, followed by Leilani and Beth. Kisa was last, the cat girl shutting the door. “Her butt got stuck in the portal is all.”

      “How dare you!” Lily twisted her rear end, making it swell to an unrealistic size. “My butt’s not big, it’s just the rest of me that’s small!”

      Mike smiled weakly. “Is everything going okay?”

      “Asterion punched a guy out in Lahaina, and a bunch of people caught it on their cell phones.” Kisa ran to Mike’s side and clung to him while Yuki tried to swat her away. “It was a drunk tourist who kept mooing at him.”

      “What is Asterion doing in Lahaina?”

      “It’s too well lit,” Kisa replied. “The Nightmarchers won’t go there, and some of the tourists are pushy. Some of the police are family members of Order personnel, so they’re helping out.”

      “Well, maybe Eulalie can scrub the video once it hits the internet.”

      “I doubt it.” Beth shook her head. “If not for the information blackout right now, the whole world would be watching videos of the marchers.”

      Yuki let out an exasperated sigh. “I’ve still got plenty of energy,” she said, walking toward the hut the others had emerged from. “And a few more summoning cards. Let me see what I can do to help.”

      “I’ll go too.” Dana wandered after the kitsune. “I’ll see you all at sunrise.”

      “Here, I’ll take you to Tink. She’s running the show.” Kisa hopped up and pecked Mike on the cheek before running ahead of the others. “Don’t do anything fun without me,” she said as she departed.

      Mike drooped. “I don’t know that I have a lot of fun left in me,” he said, looking at the others. “I’m…not feeling the best.”

      “What’s wrong?” asked Ratu.

      “Emotional stress of getting my kids back. Fought some mercenaries and a witch. This.” He gestured around. “I’m just…tired. I feel like a stained-glass window with a big crack running through it, like I might break at any moment. I haven’t felt this awful since my first week as the Caretaker.”

      Princess Leilani strode forward and put her hand on Mike’s wrist. “Battle fatigue,” she declared.

      “Huh?”

      “You’ve been fighting for yourself and others for days now. You’re tired. You need to rest.”

      He stared at the mermaid and then shook his head. “And when am I supposed to do that? In just a few hours, I’m going to be in yet another fight. I’m stretched too thin.” Mike looked at the others. “We all are.”

      “I think I see the problem.” Ratu pushed herself between Mike and Leilani, her brow furrowed in concern. She studied him for several moments, then looked into his eyes. “You’ve used up too much of your magic.”

      Beth let out a little gasp. “You didn’t use the book, did you?”

      Mike nodded. “I did, but—” He held up a finger before anyone could speak. “I found a spell in line with my own abilities, a shield made of light to protect the others. It was easy enough to cast but required most of my magic. That damned book kept whispering to me, so once we were done at the SoS base, I gave it back to Ticktock.”

      “Mental exhaustion. Physical exhaustion. Magical exhaustion.” Ratu took Mike by the hand and led him to a nearby seat. “This is how mages die, you know. Even younger ones. When you try to squeeze blood from a stone, all you get is rubble.”

      “I get that, I really do. It’s just…” He closed his eyes and rubbed them. What he wanted more than anything was to just go home, hold his kids, and sleep until he didn’t hurt anymore.

      A warm hand caressed his cheek, and he opened his eyes to see Pele before him. Her ancient features flickered briefly, revealing a much younger form.

      “When a flame begins to die, you must feed it the fuel it needs,” she told him. “There are only a few hours left before the sun rises. What will it take to ensure you burn brightly once again?”

      “I don’t know,” he whispered.

      Pele smiled. “I think I do.” She took him by the hand, and he felt his magic react. It ached deep inside him, but that hollow feeling soon became a hungry one. “You are the Caretaker, the maker of found families, the one who loves strongest yet hurts the most.” Pele pulled him to his feet and guided him closer to the women, his magic now reaching for them as well. Beth gasped, her own magic swirling around her in the form of a cerulean aura.

      “This…doesn’t feel like the time or the place…,” he muttered. His magic flickered into being as tiny motes of light that sparkled, drifting gently toward each of the women. A few tried to move in Pele’s direction, but the goddess blew them away from her and back toward the others.

      “Desire comes in many forms, Caretaker. Sometimes we crave things because we want them, other times we do so because we need them.” Pele gave him a gentle push toward the cluster of women, closing the distance between them. The motes of light were now coalescing around the women. Ratu’s emerald eyes lit up with each one that landed on her skin. Beth let out cute little gasps and flinched. Lily just smirked as tiny flames rose from her skin to consume them.

      As for Leilani, she had closed her eyes and was trembling. He could smell her desire like the distant salt of the ocean. Cerulea, Carmina, Olivia, and Daisy all emerged from their hiding places and started dancing hungrily above the group as his magic touched them all.

      Pele’s breath was hot against his skin as she whispered directly in his ear. “You need this, Caretaker. Strengthen yourself and your bonds before the break of day so we may see your full power. Celebrate life now so you may remember why it is so precious when you need it the most.”

      “I…” He wanted to protest, to say there were better things they all could be doing to help, but his magic reached hungrily for the women around them. Feeling a little embarrassed about his sudden desires, he turned to argue further with the goddess but saw she was gone.

      Strong arms grabbed him from behind, and it was Lily’s voice in his ear. “The hero usually gets laid after they save the day,” she purred. “I think we should shake things up a bit.”

      “And this would be the perfect moment to test a theory of mine,” said Ratu from behind. “I believe what is about to transpire will be far more restorative than a good night’s sleep.”

      Someone took him by the hand, his magic immediately mingling with hers. It was Beth, a determined look on her face as she guided him toward the nearest hut. The others followed, Ratu gently pulling Leilani along. It was clear the mermaid was already overstimulated as she walked on shaking legs.

      He was lost in a fog, his mind slowly trying to pull up the events and emotions from last night. A gentle hand on his neck yanked him free of the depths, and it was Lily’s lips on his that rescued him. They tumbled onto the bed together, her tail curling possessively around his waist. Someone pulled off his shoes. Another person pulled off his pants. His magic fought to manifest sparks but failed. Lily released him, a wide grin on her face.

      “This is for your own good, Romeo.” She helped him out of his shirt, then paused to swat a fairy that had landed on her breast. “Not yet, you troublesome pest.”

      “Lift his waist,” said Beth. “I can’t get his pants down.”

      “Maybe I don’t want you to take his pants off.” Lily grinned. “What if I want him all for myself?”

      A serpentine coil wrapped around Lily and yanked her off the bed. Ratu took her place, her robes opening to reveal shimmering scales along the insides of her breasts.

      “Learn your place, demon.” Ratu winked playfully at Mike as she scooted up onto his chest to allow Beth to fully undress him. “You’ll have to forgive her. Apparently her master doesn’t spank her enough.”

      From the floor, Lily spoke. “On this, we actually agree.”

      Mike chuckled. It started small, like a bunch of tiny bubbles, then grew as they escaped him. Everybody paused for a moment as he laughed, the humor of the moment shoving the poison of last night’s events from his mind. When they realized he wasn’t about to devolve into hysteria, they resumed their ministrations, rubbing his body with their hands and kissing his skin.

      As a pile of flesh formed above him, Mike looked over toward the wall and saw Leilani leaning against it, looking uncertain. He held out a hand toward her, and his magic rose, briefly forming golden flames.

      “You’re welcome too,” he said. “We can make room.”

      “Um…” Leilani stared at him for several long seconds, then clenched her thighs. “I want to, but…um…I’m kind of nervous.”

      “There’s nothing to be nervous about,” he said.

      “Maybe a little bit.” Leilani fidgeted with her hands. “I can see better now how…big it is. Things are a bit…tighter in my human form.”

      “Have you practiced shoving things up there?” asked Lily from down near Mike’s feet.

      “That’s not polite.” Beth leaned into view from behind Ratu. “Is there anything different about your body from a regular human’s in that state?”

      “Other than increased density, I don’t think so.”

      “Then it’ll be fine. A woman’s vagina was built to stretch. The key is to take your time.”

      Lily cackled. “It’s true, she would⁠—”

      Beth grabbed Lily by the hair and shoved her face onto Mike’s cock. Hot lips parted, and Lily inhaled him, her tongue folding around the base of his shaft.

      “Do something useful with that mouth of yours,” Beth muttered, then turned her attention back to Leilani. “Don’t let Lily psych you out. Getting stressed about it will only make it worse. Why don’t you come closer? You might feel better if you’re more…in the moment.”

      Leilani scrunched up her face, then nodded. Mike’s view of her vanished as a pair of scaly breasts enclosed his face. Raven-colored hair obscured the light, and Ratu slid her arms beneath him.

      “I can feel your magic waking up,” she said, rubbing her body against his. “I’ve often wondered how it can be so powerful. My magic is elemental. I pull it from the heat of the earth, even the sun itself. But yours has always been different, a maelstrom of many different things. It comes from the connections you share with all of us, no matter how deep.”

      “Uh-huh.” Mike was trying to pay attention, but the combination of Ratu’s breasts pressed against the sides of his face and the warm mouth on his cock had taken away most of his capacity for logic.

      “You take your power from us,” Ratu said as she moved her body farther up. “Or rather, we give it willingly. I think that’s what makes the difference. It’s what makes you so strong.” Her belly slid along his face, her scales rubbing against the rough stubble on his cheeks.

      “Argle megga geh?” asked Lily, Mike’s cock buried in her throat.

      “Don’t talk with your mouth full,” Beth muttered.

      Ratu’s thighs parted, and she sat on Mike’s face, his tongue parting her folds. The naga hissed in delight, then grabbed his hair with both hands.

      “And we receive your power in…return,” she gasped.

      Mike grabbed the naga by the waist and held her in place, inhaling her scent and tasting her body. She undulated her hips, establishing a slow rhythm. Beth’s hands briefly covered his own as she scooted forward, her body pressing against Ratu’s. She slid her hands up Ratu’s body until she cupped the naga’s breasts. Mike felt Beth’s magic flowing through the sorceress and down toward him.

      “Oh!” Ratu went still, her whole body becoming rigid. “That…that!”

      “Relax,” Beth said as she pushed aside Ratu’s hair and kissed the naga’s neck. “It’s my magic reaching for his. You’re just in the way is all.”

      The mattress shifted, and Mike spotted Leilani as she shyly climbed onto the bed with the rest of them. The wooden frame groaned for about a second before giving way and dropping all of them on the ground. The women cried out in alarm, both Beth and Ratu falling backward onto Lily. The succubus made a high-pitched squeaking sound as their combined weight found the back of her head and pinned Mike’s cock as far back as it could possibly go.

      “Mmrgh! Nargle fargin erk!” Lily kicked her legs as her tail whipped around. Leilani scrambled off the broken bed and helped Ratu off first. Beth was able to roll free, allowing Lily to pull her hot, sticky mouth off Mike’s cock.

      “I’m so sorry,” whispered Leilani in horror.

      Lily smacked her lips and looked at the mermaid. “You,” she said, pointing a finger at the princess. “You’re forgiven. As for you two.” Her hand swept around to point at Ratu and Beth. Beth’s eyes were wide as she fought to hold back a laugh. Ratu covered her mouth with one hand, her eyes filled with mirth. “I can tell you’re trying not to laugh.”

      At those words, Beth broke first, followed by Ratu. Mike sat up on the mattress, holding back a laugh of his own as Lily scowled at the other women with her arms crossed.

      “We knew you weren’t hurt,” Beth countered. “You can’t fault us for finding it a little funny.”

      “Oh?” Lily cocked her head and looked down at Beth. “So as long as it didn’t hurt me, it’s fine?”

      “Please, demon. Your body was built to take a pounding.” Ratu rolled her eyes and then looked at Leilani. “She’s always dramatic like this.”

      “Me? Dramatic? Please.” Lily knelt next to Mike and smirked. “What do you say, Romeo? You up for a little tag-team action?”

      He had no idea what she was implying but had learned long ago that the answer to a sexy question from Lily was always yes, so he nodded.

      Lily cocked her hip, and her tail lashed out, striking Beth and Ratu one time apiece. Both of them flinched, and Ratu actually jumped to her feet with fire in her hands.

      “Oh, calm down,” said the succubus. “It’s not like I hurt you, so it’s okay, right?”

      Ratu opened her mouth to say something, then let out a gasp, the flames disappearing from her fingers. Her hips shook as she dropped a hand to her crotch and started rubbing at her moist slit.

      “What did you do?” asked Mike.

      “Typical succubus cocktail, minus the paralytic.” Lily laughed. “In other words, all the horny, none of the sleepy.”

      “You bitch,” Beth moaned, her hands now exploring her body.

      “Oh, please. You’re both accomplished magic users, you could easily dismiss it if you wanted.” Lily chuckled and knelt in front of Ratu. “What do you say, snake girl? Don’t think I haven’t noticed the weird thrill you’ve gotten out of messing with me in front of Romeo, or how wet you’ve gotten whenever I joked about getting eaten.”

      Ratu narrowed her eyes. “I should have known,” she whispered.

      “Yes, you should have. But maybe, just maybe…” Lily leered down at the naga. “It was more fun to pretend you didn’t.”

      Lily pounced on Ratu, pushing her down onto the ground. When their mouths met, literal flames escaped from between the naga’s lips, which Lily inhaled. Mike watched in fascination as Ratu’s body shifted, her scales emerging from beneath her skin.

      Beth moved next to him, her hands sliding up his thighs. “I need you,” she whispered. “Right now.”

      “Are you sure?” He couldn’t help but grin. “If there’s something else you’d rather be doing, I⁠—”

      “Shut up,” she groaned, pressing her body against his. When his magic met hers, it made a sound like water meeting hot oil. Lily, who had her legs wrapped around Ratu’s head, looked over at the two of them.

      “Damn, Romeo. I can feel that from over here.” She gasped and then let out a giggle. “I always knew her tongue could get long, but she’s so far up my cunt right now that she can taste my⁠—”

      Ratu did something between Lily’s legs that made her eyes roll up, and she stopped talking. Mike turned his attention back to Beth, who was pushing him onto his back.

      “I’ll do all the work,” she whispered as she raised her hips above his. “You don’t even have to move if you don’t want to, I just need…I need…” The head of his cock parted her folds, stretching her labia tight as it pressed into her. From this intimate location, her magic rubbed firmly against his, and his magic roared to life once again. Tiny sparks danced along Beth’s body as she sank onto him, letting out the cutest little cry he had ever heard from the woman. Only a few feet away, Leilani watched in utter fascination, her hands kneading her own thighs.

      “How does that even fit?” she asked with awe.

      When Beth didn’t answer, Mike did. “She’s got a magical body,” he said. “But don’t let that intimidate you. It just means she can do this without working herself up to it.”

      “He’s…ah! Right…mmh!” Beth’s inner thighs were slick with her arousal as she rode him, her fingernails digging into his shoulders. “It just…time, and…oh my God…”

      When Beth came, her magic shot through Mike, and he nearly came with her. As exhausted and weak as he was, he knew an orgasm now would take him out for the rest of the evening, and he wasn’t about to pass up the opportunity to enjoy all of them at once.

      That, and he could feel his magic feeding off Beth’s lust, making him stronger. Even now, thin strands of her magic intertwined with his, both of them feeding off each other. The void he had been carrying in his stomach ever since the battle with the SoS was finally being filled.

      On the other side of the room, Ratu made a gargling noise as if drowning. Everyone looked over to see that Lily’s tail had become a thick shafted cock that was now buried in the naga’s mouth.

      “What?” The succubus looked confused for a moment. “This is a team event, dicks versus chicks.”

      Ratu actually laughed, which caused her to cough up about four inches of Lily’s demonic phallus. The succubus wiggled her eyebrows at Mike, but then her gaze continued past him to a table where Beth had set down the rod of Osiris. A mischievous grin broke across her face.

      Ratu yanked her mouth off Lily. “Don’t get any ideas,” she said, her voice suddenly very serious. “If we ever get a chance to return that to Isis, the last thing we want is for her to find out you fucked someone with her husband’s dick.”

      Lily looked like she was about to argue, then shrugged. “You make a good point,” she declared, then grabbed Ratu by the head. “Now shut up and eat me.”

      Beth shuddered and looked over at Lily and Ratu. “Are those two okay over there?”

      Mike wondered the same. Ratu was being oddly subservient, which had Mike baffled. Then again, the two of them had been at each other’s throats for so long that maybe it didn’t matter anymore now that one of them was literally inside the other’s throat. When he looked back at Beth, she leaned forward until her lips were nearly touching his own.

      “It seems like we never get chances like this,” she said, her hips already moving again. The heat of her last orgasm was already dripping down his own thighs. “Why do you think that is?”

      “Separate lives, separate wives,” he replied. Beth laughed so hard she snorted, which caused her vaginal canal to squeeze him in a pleasurable fashion.

      “So you think of Asterion as one of my wives? I wonder what he would think of that?” She blinked innocently.

      “Probably whatever you told him to.” Suddenly possessed by a rush of strength, he grabbed Beth by the waist and rolled over so he was on top. She let out a gasp as he penetrated her from above, then moaned when he rose on his knees and held her hips in place so her ass was about a foot above the mattress. “Now are you gonna talk about your Minotaur, or do you wanna get laid?”

      Beth moaned with pleasure as he held her by the waist and fucked her, his cock sliding almost completely out of her with every thrust. Their magic danced once more, and Beth came within minutes, covering his crotch in another gush of fluids. Grinning, he continued his pace, picking up speed as he forced another orgasm to rip through the curvy brunette beneath him.

      “Noooooo!” Lily let out a moan of sweet agony. Mike looked over to see that she was now on the ground, her hips bucking as Ratu deep throated her from above. Copious amounts of cum dripped from the naga’s mouth as she attempted to swallow it all.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “She did something hot with her tongue. So I nutted,” Lily replied, her eyelids fluttering. The fairies descended on her, giggling with glee. “I’m gonna need five minutes and a Gatorade before I can come back to the game, Coach.”

      Chuckling to himself, Mike resumed fucking Beth. She was gasping now, calling for him to keep going as their magic folded together to create dazzling sparks that filled the air. Beth came again, her body going limp beneath his as she tried to catch her breath.

      A serpentine tail circled around his foot and pulled, dragging him off Beth and across the room. He rolled over and was greeted by the sight of Ratu, her lower body now that of a snake.

      “You’ve perked up,” she said, pushing the last gob of Lily’s cum into her mouth. “Are you feeling better?”

      “Much,” he admitted as her coils pulled him into a standing position against her body. The naga grinned lasciviously at him as she ran a finger down his chest.

      “Your magic is quite the puzzle,” she said, the coils adjusting his position so his cock rested casually against her labia. “I do enjoy a good puzzle.”

      Ratu constricted her coils, causing Mike’s cock to slide inside her. She hissed with pleasure, her tongue briefly emerging to taste the air. Pinned in place, Mike was unable to move his arms so had his magic do the work instead. Using tiny sparks, he sent little shocks of pleasure into Ratu. This caused her body to tighten up, which only drove him farther inside her.

      “Sometimes, I wish I had found you first,” she whispered in his ear. “That I could have kept this pleasure all to myself, to use you at my whim. You would have been the real treasure I kept at the center of my Labyrinth, Mike Radley. Yet I will admit that sharing you has made me a better person. You’ve given me more than just love and companionship. You made me part of your family.”

      “You’re worthy of all these things,” he replied. Mike felt bad that he couldn’t do or say more, but he was pinned so tight against her that he had no control over his body. In fact, the way Ratu undulated her coils, she was essentially fucking herself with his body.

      He closed his eyes and basked in the sweet heat of the naga as she rode him horizontally. The heat in the room increased, and his magic crawled across her skin as if trying to encase her. The dark room became lit by small motes of light that flitted away from him like fireflies. Over against the wall, Leilani was masturbating furiously, her mouth hanging open as she stared at the two of them.

      Ratu came, squeezing him so hard with her coils that his back popped. He shivered in delight as he commanded his own orgasm to wait, the room now saturated with magical energy. His body drank it in like a desert flower and then showered the room in sparkling lights. Lily was gasping for air as the fairies crawled across her body, lapping up her sexual fluids.

      Beth cleared her throat, then tapped on Ratu’s serpentine coils. The naga sighed with irritation and turned her attention to the brunette. Beth jerked her thumb toward Leilani, who was now actively massaging her breasts with one hand while fingering herself.

      “We should probably share him,” she said, then gave Mike a wink. “Before we wear him out, anyway.”

      “But I’m not done with him.” Ratu narrowed her eyes at Mike and shifted her coils again, burying his cock deep inside her. “I could do that all night if I wanted.”

      “We don’t have all night.” Beth stroked Ratu’s tail in an effort to placate the naga. “Besides that, we owe her. She was ready to turn her back on her people for us. It would be very unkind not to reciprocate somehow. Besides…” Beth glanced over at Leilani. “I get the idea she won’t last very long anyway.”

      Ratu sniffed haughtily, then relaxed her coils. “You make a salient point. The least we could do is be good hosts. Princess Leilani, please, come.” She beckoned the princess over.

      On the floor, Lily giggled. “Are we still doing phrasing?” she asked, lying still while the fairies cleaned her off. Mike wasn’t fooled by her harmless act and wondered what she was up to.

      Leilani stood on wobbling legs and walked over to Mike, her cheeks now flushed in a beautiful shade of purple. She reached for his cock, which twitched in anticipation as she touched it.

      “It’s so hot,” she whispered in awe.

      “You should feel it from the inside,” said Beth. “Do you want top or bottom?”

      “Um…” Leilani contemplated Mike, her eyes shimmering with anticipation. “Top, I think.”

      Ratu’s elongated body lowered Mike to the ground to set him on his back. He watched with excitement as the mermaid climbed on top of him and tried to figure out how to mount him. Beth and Ratu knelt at her side and gave the mermaid advice, which she wordlessly accepted. By the time Mike slid inside her, Beth and Ratu were also playing with Leilani’s breasts and kissing her neck.

      Leilani came almost instantly, arching her back and spraying him with her sexual fluids. Ratu and Beth cheered her on, then helped Leilani sit back on his cock for another round. More motes of light surrounded them, the bedroom lit fully by Mike’s magic. The sight of three women fondling one another as one rode him was more than enough to bring him to the very edge of his own orgasm.

      He heard Lily chuckle and turned his head to see that she had crawled up next to him. She winked and then looked at the others.

      “They’re not even bothering to fight it off,” she said, pushing herself up onto her elbows so her breasts were on full display. “The venom, I mean.”

      Mike reached over to Lily and grabbed her by the horn. A surprised look crossed her face as he pulled her to him, their lips locking as he kissed her upside down. Her tongue danced with his as Leilani rode him to another tremendous climax. This time, Ratu and Beth put their full weight on the mermaid, pinning her down so her hips bucked wildly, her dense body crushing him against the floor.

      “I’m gonna come,” he said, interrupting the kiss. “Leilani, if I come inside you, there’s a good chance it may pair us together forever.”

      The mermaid paused to look at him. “I’m on birth control,” she whispered.

      “Not kids,” he told her. “A piece of my soul for a piece of yours.”

      “Is that all?” Leilani started grinding her hips even harder. “Take me, Caretaker. Give me a piece of yourself that I may treasure it until my dying day.”

      “Hot,” Lily muttered in his ear, then resumed kissing him.

      Somewhere in the distance, Mike felt as if the world held its breath, the magic in the room sizzling as the lights became so bright he could see them through closed eyelids. Lily pinched his nipple and moaned into his mouth, toppling the final barrier between him and ecstasy.

      Mike came. When his balls tightened into his groin, the floating lights in the room made a whooshing sound as they shot toward his hips and then emerged from his cock in a torrent of magical energy that encased the mermaid in light. Lily groaned as his magic passed into her body through her mouth. Twitching, she fell over and clutched her stomach as she came, his magic dancing across her skin.

      Leilani’s eyes and mouth opened as wide as they could go, but her scream was soundless. The dazzling lights on her skin leaped from her to Beth and Ratu, both of them falling away in surprise. Beth’s magic reacted almost immediately, creating tiny sparks of her own as waves of pleasure rolled through her. Ratu underwent another partial transformation, the remains of her human flesh shifting dramatically into hardened scales as the ground rumbled beneath them.

      Mike arched his back, lifting Leilani as magical light swirled around both of them, exchanging a tiny piece of his soul for her own. For a brief moment, Leilani’s eyes glowed from within before she toppled over backward, completely spent. The fairies cheered and landed in the puddle between her legs, dancing around while lapping up their combined fluids. Leilani let out a long, sweet sigh of ecstasy before closing her eyes.

      Sitting up, Mike checked on the others. Ratu had slithered off to the side of the room to lie against the wall, her eyes fixed on him as she fought to catch her breath. Lily was lying nearby on the ground, making happy sounds. Beth was the only one left standing, her eyes ablaze with energy as she moved to take Leilani’s place.

      When their lips met, the motes of light returned immediately, pulsing in time with his heartbeat. Some of them even rang like gently tapped crystals, filling the air with music only he could hear.

      “It’s just you and me, again,” Beth said as she mounted him, her breasts pressed against his face.

      “Do you think you’re up for it?” Mike grinned. Before they had started, he was exhausted. Now it felt like he could run a hundred miles without stopping.

      “There’s only one way to find out.” She held still, her vaginal canal somehow pumping him despite her motionless body.

      “New trick?” he asked.

      Beth laughed. “Always.”

      The air crackled with energy as the two of them fucked. Their magic collided as they tried to overwhelm each other with sexual power. What started as a battle for dominance became a playful dance between their magics. Beth’s face and chest became flushed as a slew of micro-orgasms caused her to twitch above him. Her best efforts to push him to orgasm were for naught, and Beth eventually fell forward, her lips finding his as she groaned.

      “I thought you didn’t have a refractory period,” she muttered, her body still grinding against his.

      “I don’t,” he replied, brushing her hair out of her face.

      “Then why can’t I make you come?”

      “I’m waiting.”

      “For what?”

      Mike smiled when he felt a second pair of hands grab Beth’s waist from behind. The lawyer tensed up in surprise, then looked over her shoulder to see Lily wiggling her eyebrows.

      “If you’re asking yourself if this was all a long-term ploy to try out the best piece of ass the human race has to offer…” Lily flexed her cock, which looked nearly identical to Mike’s. “Then you finally get me.”

      “Holy shit,” Beth whispered as she turned stunned eyes back toward Mike. Her eyes rolled up in her head as Lily pressed the head of her cock against Beth’s ass, slowly gaining entry and increasing pressure on Mike’s own cock.

      “Yeah, that’s it. I know you can take it.” Lily swatted Beth’s ass, which sent a jolt of pleasure through both her and Mike. Beth held perfectly still until the succubus was completely inside her, then went limp between them. This allowed Lily to lean over Beth’s shoulder so she could look Mike in the face.

      “So do we high-five now or later?” she asked.

      Laughing, Mike held tight and let the magic take him. He and Lily pounded Beth mercilessly, both of them feeding off each other’s exuberance as the woman between them cried out and came over and over again. Eventually, she turned into a human puddle between their arms. Mike and Lily kissed each other, both of them frantically pumping themselves into Beth. Sparks crawled across all three of them, eager to begin the chain reaction. A storm was building inside the walls of the building, which created a vortex of energy.

      The festivities came to a brief halt when Ratu appeared, her hair a mess and only half her face human once more. The naga stared down at Beth and shook her head in disgust. She knelt and picked up Beth’s limp hand to slap it against her own.

      “What are you doing?” asked Lily.

      “You said this was a tag team.” Ratu grabbed Beth by the wrists and tugged. Beth grunted and muttered random gibberish as she popped free from between them and was dragged over by Leilani. The fairy girls cheered at the sight of her, their bellies bulging from the cum they had already eaten. Satisfied her partner was comfortable, Ratu returned and placed herself between Mike and Lily. “She just tagged me in.”

      “Ooh, I’m finally getting some real tail,” Lily declared, but Ratu shook her head and used the heel of her foot to push Lily onto her back.

      “I don’t think so,” she said as she pulled her robes off to completely reveal the network of scales that crisscrossed her body. She looked over her shoulder at Mike and grinned, revealing her fangs. “My ass is for him and him alone. It’s the one thing I have left to give that belongs to nobody else.”

      Lily blinked up at Ratu. “That’s…actually pretty fucking hot. Do you want him all to yourself?”

      “No, I don’t.” Ratu climbed on top of Lily and sighed as she slid into place. “Some bitch stung me earlier, and all I can think about is getting fucked stupid like my partner over there.” Looking over her shoulder, Ratu wiggled her ass for Mike. “I know it doesn’t compare to Beth’s, but…”

      “You’re wrong.” Mike crawled over to the two of them and grabbed Ratu by the hips. “Each one of you is different. That’s what I love the most.”

      “Mike.” Ratu arched her back. “Fuck me until I forget.”

      He didn’t even have to ask who she wanted to forget. Placing his cock against the edge of her anus, he went slow, giving her time to adjust. Several agonizing minutes passed, his hips begging him to thrust forward. From below, Lily gave him advice, but he didn’t need it. His magic told him exactly what Ratu needed, and it was nice and slow.

      Once he was completely inside her, the magic took over again, and soon the naga squealed between them, flames jumping from her fingertips as she was overwhelmed. Even though the three of them moved slowly, the intensity of the moment finally caught up to Mike, and he shouted when he came, filling Ratu’s guts with hot, magical cum. The magic exploded again, but this time it flowed through Ratu and into Lily, who let out a scream of her own. The earth rumbled beneath them as thunder filled the room.

      The three of them came together, over and over again, until they all went limp in a pile. The fairy girls, who were still eating their fill off Beth, ended up crawling across the floor with swollen bellies to gorge on yet more.

      Lying in that mess, Mike stroked Ratu’s hair, holding her close against his body. She let out a contented sigh, then reached back and squeezed his hip.

      “I belong to you,” she said, her words ending with a slight hiss. “For now and forever.”

      “That’s just the butt sex talking,” offered Lily. She yelped when Ratu pinched her nipple.

      “I wasn’t talking to you, demon.” Ratu rolled over to face Mike. “I was talking to this man, this wonderful creature who has shown me life is still worth living. I used to think I knew what love is. But now? I think I at least understand it better.”

      He smiled and touched her face. “I feel the same way,” he replied. “I’m so glad you’re part of my family. And just so you know…I’d still take you to the sock hop.”

      Ratu blushed, then laughed out loud. She snuggled against him, and those final wounds in his heart vanished. In the morning, things would change. He would see terrible deeds, and potentially commit a few of his own. Things were about to change forever, and even he couldn’t predict how. But for now, he was at peace.

      Over in the corner, Leilani started snoring, which elicited a series of giggles from Beth. Lying there in the dark, they were startled when the door of the hut slammed open to reveal Quetzalli, her chest heaving from exertion. Sweat ran down her face as she stared in horror at all of them lying together.

      “What’s wrong?” Mike asked as he sat up abruptly.

      “You…didn’t…fuck…” She clutched at her chest and fell to her knees. “Are…you…”

      “Slow down, what happened?” Concerned, Mike started to rise, but Quetzalli held out her hands and gestured for him to sit.

      “Felt you…all…from down by the lake.” She was wheezing now. “Fucking. Wow! Came to…see if…I could…join.”

      Laughing, Mike held out a hand to the dragon. When he touched her skin, a flash of golden light appeared between them, and the dragon’s labored breathing stopped.

      “I think I can make time for one more,” he said as he slid his hands along the dragon’s body. Sighing with relief, Quetzalli let him take her, over and over again in front of the others.

      When he finally came inside her, the world erupted in thunder.
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      The glass doors that led out to the patio made a soft shushing noise as they slid open, revealing a massive wraparound deck that extended over the Pacific Ocean. The waves beneath the Black Palace crashed into the concrete pillars like the steady beating of drums.

      The Curator closed his eyes and inhaled the salt air, tasting it with all his senses. Letting out a dramatic sigh, he grabbed the handles of the wheelchair and pushed his charge farther out onto the deck. The man in the chair was strapped in tight to keep him from falling out. A dark mist followed them, a cloud of particulate matter composed of Amir’s individual molecules being forced through the dimensional barrier to reconstruct his body.

      “It’s too bad you aren’t cognizant enough to enjoy this.” The Curator walked to the railing and lifted a pair of magical opera glasses to his eyes. By the power of thought alone, he was able to zoom in on the boats as if standing only a few feet away. Doing a quick appraisal of Captain Francois’s armada, he shifted his attention toward the naval group that had formed up in a ring a few miles past them. “It isn’t often that we get to be at ground zero for such well-laid plans.”

      “My…ly.” Amir’s head tilted forward, revealing his exposed brain. About a month ago, his endless screaming had come to a stop, replaced by occasional vocalizations. However, he was still several months away from any sort of advanced thought. The Curator found the process extremely fascinating, especially now that the man was quiet for most of the day. If he could ask Amir what it felt like to be strained through the fabric of reality and actually receive a coherent answer, he would happily spend all day documenting the process.

      “Yes, that’s right, your Lily.” The Curator lowered the opera glasses and frowned. “I do wish you had purchased additional real estate out here. It was interesting seeing the destruction of Paradise, but now I wish to view the coming battle on the eastern side of the mountain.”

      “My…ly,” Amir replied.

      “The sun will be up soon.” The Curator grabbed one of the lounge chairs by the pool and dragged it over so he’d have somewhere to sit. “What sort of surprises will the Caretaker show us today, do you think?” Mike Radley was either extremely resourceful or very lucky; the Curator hadn’t decided which. However, nothing had been quite so surprising as that little outburst from Paradise the other day. After he’d watched a pair of naga topple the buildings, there had been a massive surge of magical energy. The Curator had no idea what it could have been, but the fact that the sky had cracked open for just a moment so the Others could get a better view, well…

      That had been very interesting.

      “My…ly.”

      “Perhaps. The succubus has been spotted here. If I thought acquiring her would ease your transition, I’d do so in a heartbeat. However, I fear this isn’t the time.” He had done the math. Capturing the succubus would be a poor investment of his time and would likely cause him problems he didn’t feel like dealing with.

      The sliding door opened, and a young woman walked out. She wore a robe that briefly opened to reveal a bikini underneath.

      “Have I missed anything?” The demon Legion grabbed another deck chair and dragged it up to the railing. They leaned out over the side and dangled their arms.

      “Not yet. Though, you did sleep through the evacuations.” The Curator had found that particular endeavor fascinating. The Caretaker’s people had managed to evacuate nearly all of Lahaina, as well as some surrounding towns. Still, their time had been limited, and even now, early beachcombers could be seen below, scouring the sand for shells and other treasures.

      “Hardly. I may have sent a few of my meat puppets to disrupt efforts a bit.” Legion set a bottle of champagne on a nearby table and went back inside the Black Palace. They came back with a pair of glasses and some orange juice. “Mimosa?”

      “Please.” Though the alcohol would have no effect, it was more of a celebratory gesture anyway. Legion made the mimosa and handed it over to the Curator. He sipped at the concoction, and blanched. It was much too sweet. “I believe we had a noninterference agreement where the Caretaker and his people are concerned.”

      “Please. I didn’t interact with anyone from his household, only the people they were trying to evacuate.” Legion smirked. “And if you don’t like that I found a loophole in our agreement, then you should have known better than to make a deal with a demon.”

      The Curator nodded. “A wise assessment.”

      “Anyway…” Legion made a face at him and then held up their glass. “I think a toast is in order.”

      “I concur.” He raised his glass toward the skyline. “To the Captain, long may he sail. And to the results of well-laid plans.” With any luck, he would be hearing from Elizabeth soon. The antiscrying field around the society’s old underground facility had been a necessary precaution, but he hated being in the dark.

      “To results.” Legion clinked their glass against his and took a sip. Down below, the people on the beach screamed in horror as skeletal hordes emerged from beneath the waves, marching toward them as the sun’s light kissed the ocean.

      Behind them, Amir called out once more for his lost succubus.

      ---

      Beth stood near the edge of the pebble beach of Lelekea Bay, her eyes on the ships silhouetted on the horizon by the rising sun. The ocean currents out here were strong, but that hadn’t stopped the dead. There was an eerie stretch of completely calm water that extended out to sea for several miles where it terminated among the many ships that circled one another. The merfolk had been unable to disrupt the Captain’s magic here and had been sent to ply their talents elsewhere.

      Across the island, the best areas for the dead to beach had been identified. The merfolk had sent their best magic users to create brutal riptides and slamming waves to destroy the invaders before they could reach the safety of land. This would slow them down, but it would not stop them. At some point, the dead would either start climbing cliffs to reach land or simply risk being destroyed. The merfolk couldn’t cover everywhere. There just weren’t enough of them to make Maui inaccessible.

      Leilani let out a contented sigh from her spot on a nearby rock. Between the two of them was a massive wooden crate that had been bolted shut. The word Fragile had been hastily written on the side.

      “You get the feeling back in your legs yet?” Beth smirked in the mermaid’s direction.

      Princess Leilani chuckled. “Perhaps. I didn’t quite expect to be used so…extensively. My stomach muscles are sore.”

      Beth laughed again. With them standing on the brink of war, it was either that or start crying.

      “I must admit I was surprised to see the two of you together. I felt like an amateur.” Leilani fingered the filigree on the shaft of her trident. “I honestly wondered if you might burst.”

      “I’ve had a bit of practice at it.” Beth could feel her cheeks burning. While she hadn’t been shy in the moment, thinking back on everyone else watching her was a little mortifying. She gazed out toward the northeast at the aircraft carrier that was stationed there. Dozens of support craft milled around at its base. “Do you think those guys are gonna get involved or continue being useless?”

      “Once they see the truth of things, all will change.” Leilani turned her attention to the small hut that had been hastily erected in the early morning. It contained a portal to higher ground in case the two of them needed to escape. “What are the odds that plan A works?”

      Beth looked at the crate again. Inside was a tracking device along with a bomb Tink had assembled last night from parts Eulalie had supplied. The goblin had been pissed to learn she had been left out of the festivities last night, but happy to hear the process had restored Mike’s spirit.

      It hadn’t just been his spirit either. The last time Beth had seen Mike, he had been carefully going over last-minute plans with Quetzalli and Di. His magic was so strong this morning that Di had smelled it from a distance. Beth wasn’t entirely certain what that meant, but even now, with him somewhere up the mountain, she could feel his presence in the back of her mind. Through these most recent trials, he had yet again come out the other side stronger.

      As for herself? Beth intended to catch up. She touched the rod of Osiris tucked into the holster strapped to her thigh. Aurora had given the holster to her as a gift before leaving to help over at Lahaina. Based on undead distribution, the west side of the island was one of the primary targets of Francois’s wrath. That meant the Order, along with Yuki and some of the others, were stationed over there.

      Somewhere up above, Tink was watching them through the scope of the monstrous weapon she had created. Beth had no idea where the goblin had found the time to modify a sniper rifle, but the thing was now mounted to a massive tree uphill with a series of counterweights and hydraulics that allowed the goblin to maneuver and aim the thing. Considering it now had a barrel length of nearly five feet, Beth was fairly certain the goblin could hit whatever she desired.

      Out in the bay, the water dipped to reveal a legion of skeletons. They marched forward as one, their weapons clutched tightly to their chests. An aqueous simulacrum of Captain Francois led them, a twisted sneer fixed on his face.

      “Is this it, then? Has the Caretaker finally seen reason?” The elemental gestured toward the crate.

      “He wanted you to have this.” Beth patted the box. “So we may end this battle before somebody gets hurt.”

      Francois laughed, which came out as a gurgling sound. “People have already been hurt,” he said, gesturing toward the other side of the island. “I admit that your plan to evacuate people was a truly impressive feat, but I knew you would ultimately fail. How many did you even manage to get to safety?”

      Beth scowled. The night had been long, and even though the evacuations had gone smoothly at first, they had underestimated how many people would simply ignore all the warnings. People staying in independent lodgings had argued with Order personnel, and even though Dana and Asterion had gotten into a few fistfights, there had been plenty of people who had simply ignored orders to leave their rooms. At least one hotel lobby in Lahaina was packed with people who firmly believed the Order was part of some mysterious government coup, and had barricaded themselves inside.

      “It could have gone better,” she admitted with a shrug. In all honesty, what they had accomplished in twelve hours was nothing short of miraculous. But it was hard to celebrate such success when their failures would be measured in lives lost. “So perhaps you understand why we’ve chosen this instead.”

      Beth didn’t dare lie to Francois. There was no way of knowing if he could tell truths from falsehoods. If they were lucky, his greed would cause him to take the fake eggs back to his ship and Tink could blow him to hell. However, the fact that he had summoned and sent a magical avatar of himself indicated he was far too cautious to fall for such a ploy.

      The man grinned, then shook his head. “You must take me for a fool,” he declared, then raised a hand. Behind him, the water shifted, briefly revealing hundreds of dead bodies, just waiting for their orders. Beth looked over her shoulder at the small hut and knew she was probably going to need it soon.

      “Now why would you say such a thing?” asked Leilani, her hands tightening on the shaft of her trident.

      “I am centuries old. I recognize a Trojan horse when I see one.” He gave the crate a kick. “My guardian tells me he cannot sense their power.” Out in the bay, several ships shifted away from one another on mysterious swells, giving Beth a clear view of the sea beyond. “The Caretaker has revealed his hand as both a traitor and a coward. He even sent a woman to do a man’s job. If given the chance, I intend to drown him at sea just so I can make his corpse clean the toilets on my ship with his hands for all eternity.”

      He held up his aquatic fingers and snapped. The skeletons at his side rushed forward, only to sink waist-deep into the gravel. The undead thrashed as they sank, then tried using their weapons as tools to dig themselves free.

      “A clever parlor trick,” Francois muttered.

      “I’m glad you approve.” Beth raised the glowing rod of Osiris, power thrumming through her fingertips as she made the water beneath the ground churn. It had been an impromptu lesson from Ratu on the shores of Paradise, the two of them facing down a similar horde.

      “For me, it’s not about sensing where the rocks are,” Ratu had told her as a whirlpool formed in the sand. “But rather, where they aren’t. By knowing this, I can demand they move accordingly, thus chewing my enemies to pieces. It’s hard to move when the ground beneath your very feet betrays you.”

      It was a similar process, only this time Beth had pulled in the ocean’s water to saturate the ground to the point of instability. Truthfully, if she hadn’t spent so much time worrying about quicksand in her own youth, this idea never would have occurred to her. It had been tricky to accomplish with gravel, but it was still effective.

      “When I kill you, I’ll try not to ruin your face.” Francois walked backward toward the waves. “I wouldn’t mind gazing upon it during those long, lonely nights at sea.” Nearly a mile out, something large had started to breach the water, causing the remaining ships to tilt away from it.

      “You speak as if you’ve won already.” Leilani readied her trident and moved by Beth’s side.

      “Oh, but I have.” Francois looked over his shoulder at the two of them. “Ever since his mate was killed centuries ago, he’s been in quite the foul mood. It’s entirely possible I may have insinuated that the Caretaker bears some responsibility for this. It is rather a simple beast, you see.”

      Beth didn’t respond. She was too busy watching the massive being that rose from the depths, revealing an elongated snout filled with teeth the size of cars. The creature didn’t have arms or fins, but it did have at least six tentacles attached to the trunk of its body. In the distance, alarms were being sounded from the aircraft carrier.

      When she thought the beast was done, it rose even farther. It was far enough out to sea that it was hard to tell how tall it was, but she knew for a fact that it was bigger than any cruise ship she had ever seen in the bay. The creature opened its mouth and let out a shriek that caused Beth and Leilani both to clutch at their ears in pain.

      “The kraken cries for your blood. If you can, run. He likes the thrill of the chase.” Francois tipped his hat and turned back into water, and that was when the hordes in the bay charged forward.

      Grinding her teeth, Beth tried to ignore the ringing in her ears as she raised the rod of Osiris toward the approaching hordes. The skeletons charged forward, slowed only by the sudden riptide Beth had summoned.

      “We need to go,” Leilani shouted, blood running down from her ears.

      “Not yet,” Beth replied, walking backward toward the hut. The glowing rod in her hand was singing now, helping her manipulate the water in the bay. Though she couldn’t see it, Beth could feel the water resist as she took hold of a sphere of it roughly ten feet across. Straining with effort, she felt where the water wasn’t, which was all the tiny little air bubbles trapped inside.

      “Beth!” Leilani used her trident to smash a skeleton into the ground. It fought to get back up until she pierced its skull.

      “Gah!” Beth forced all the air into the center of the sphere, compressing it into a tiny space. Her ears were still ringing from the kraken’s cry, but she could hear her heart pounding. Even with the rising sun, the glowing orb of compressed air was visible beneath the waves, just above the skeletal beings that walked the seafloor. With so much pressure built into such a tiny space, Beth’s magic was strained to its limits.

      Overhead, a pair of jets did a flyby of the kraken. It whipped a pair of tentacles out at incredible speed, just missing both of them. Beth ignored the distraction, her full concentration on the spell she had created. When the time felt right, she released the sphere, allowing the air to rapidly expand. Tink had described the idea to her in detail, and Beth wondered if this had even been worth her time and effort.

      The surface of the water exploded in a violent spray. Beneath the water, a shock wave demolished the undead, busting them apart into useless fragments. Sadly, the skeletons already on the beach were unaffected, so Beth raised the rod and used her command of the water to create a pair of tendrils that reached out to pull them back into the crashing waves.

      “Beth!” Leilani speared a corpse wearing a button-up with pineapples all along the front, then used him as a projectile to knock down a skeleton in board shorts. “We have to go!”

      Disgruntled, Beth turned and ran into the hut. Leilani was right behind her, the mermaid yanking the door shut and sliding the bolt across. They dove through the portal together just as the skeletons reached the building, their bony claws beating at the exterior walls. It didn’t take long before they toppled the structure, causing the portal to collapse.

      They were now about a half mile uphill, standing just outside a hastily constructed building that looked like an outhouse. Down below, the bay was overrun with corpses as they scrambled up onto the rocks. There was clearly some confusion among the dead who had toppled the hut as they dug through the rubble, looking for their prey.

      Out in the water, the kraken turned its attention to the aircraft carrier and its strike force. It smashed a tentacle through a destroyer and roared. Attack planes were already scrambling on the deck of the carrier, but Beth had a pretty good idea about what would happen next. The guns on the carrier would be of little use against the mythical being, meaning a one-sided battle with the Navy.

      Up and down the coastline, the undead rose from the water like slimy froth as they stormed the island with a single goal. Someone driving down the highway stopped to get out of their car for a better look.

      Beth pulled the walkie-talkie from her pocket. “Tink, we’re clear.”

      Once the words left her mouth, the bomb on the beach detonated. Beth and Leilani crouched behind some rocks before the shock wave reached them, clutching at their ears. Rocks and other debris showered the area, and a broken shovelhead landed nearby. Satisfied they were safe, Beth peered over the rocks and saw that the pebble beach was now a massive crater.

      “What the hell did Tink build that bomb out of?” Even though hundreds of skeletons had been destroyed, still more came in a steady march from the sea. Raising the rod of Osiris, she pointed it out toward the water. Though she was nearly a mile away, the ocean could still hear her commands.

      “Let me know if anything tries to kill us,” she said, glancing briefly at the kraken. It had wrapped its tentacles around the aircraft carrier. Air support was already raining missiles down on the creature’s back, but it didn’t even react as massive limbs squeezed the ship. The rest of the fleet were being bashed apart by flailing tentacles that tore through the ships like paper.

      “I’ve got your back.” Leilani stuck the butt of her trident into the ground and stood watch as Beth commanded the waves to carry their burden back out to sea. She knew there was nothing she could do to stem the tide, but that wasn’t her job. All she needed to do was buy time and, if possible, find a way to lure Francois out of hiding.

      Through the walkie-talkie, Tink chuckled. “Boom-boom, bony fucks.”

      ---

      Ingrid stood on the edge of Honoapiʻilani Highway, her eyes on the rocky shores below. Skeletons clung to the rocks like sea urchins, their bony digits scrambling for purchase as they attempted to climb onto land. The waves were relentless, smashing the invaders into bits.

      Still, it was a numbers game. The tide of undead had yet to show any signs of slowing, and for every skeleton destroyed, two more would take its place. Already, perhaps a hundred of them crawled across the dangerous rocks below, their lifeless eyes on the Order team above them. To the northwest, the kitsune Yuki had actually frozen the bay to keep them from making it to shore, but it was a Band-Aid at most. Soon, the heat of the day would be Yuki’s main enemy, and no matter how powerful she was, this was still an island near the equator, and she couldn’t fight the sun. This left less hospitable regions for the dead to make landfall. They surged forward, climbing over the destroyed bodies of their brethren.

      “I’ve seen enough zombie movies to know we’re fucked.” Wallace stared down at the mess below and shook his head. “If we were smart, we’d leave now.”

      “But we can’t.” Ingrid looked down the road at the hotels and buildings on the shore. She had been part of the disastrous evacuations in Lahaina. At some point, an asshole with a loudspeaker had announced there was no tsunami and that the government was leading its citizens to the gas chamber. It also didn’t help that the tsunami shelters were technically for use after a tsunami, so a few people had caught on early enough.

      Another contributing factor was that the shelters nearby were schools that should have been physically incapable of holding the number of people they had stuffed in there. Right now, there were hundreds of puzzled tourists trying to figure out how they had gotten to the Big Island.

      At some point, they had been forced to shut down the portals to keep people from backtracking. This meant they had to defend the people that had shown up too late to be taken to safety. This also included the assholes who had barricaded themselves into the hotels. Resources were stretched perilously thin as a result, leaving Yuki and the Minotaur Asterion in charge of the tourist district.

      “Oh, I’m perfectly aware we’re stupid.” Wallace unslung the rifle from his shoulder and took aim at a skeleton that had made it farther than the others. There was a crack of gunfire, and the creature dropped to the ground, a massive hole in its forehead. “They say God prefers fools and idiots. Either way, sticking around guarantees me a spot in Heaven.”

      Ingrid rolled her eyes and raised her own rifle. She took out another skeleton that was approaching the road. Along the road, her team began picking off undead who made it past the dangerous shores. When they were clustered together, either a grenade or a spell sufficed. There were maybe twenty people total defending the road with another twenty a mile away doing the same.

      An eerie cry broke across the island, echoing over the hills and raising all the hairs on the back of Ingrid’s neck. She shivered and looked to Wallace for support, but the man had visibly paled.

      “This sucks,” he muttered, then shot another skeleton. “But I’m guessing it’s far better than what the Radleys are facing.”

      Ingrid nodded. In a way, she wished she had been part of the defense team protecting the volcano. Ever since she’d returned to Paradise, it was clear a distinct line had been drawn between family and outsider, and she certainly wasn’t family. Whatever happened next, she craved the opportunity to prove herself to Mike and the others, hopeful that maybe they would see what an asset she could be. She hated how confused she felt about the Radley family, a feeling exacerbated by the fact that she intended to leave the Order.

      Soon, she wouldn’t have a place in the world. Where would she go? What would she do? These were the questions she asked herself as the dead stormed the shore, scrambling over one another in an attempt to murder those on the highway.

      “Running low on munitions.” Wallace slung his rifle across his back and pulled his sword. “How much longer until they unveil this majestic plan of theirs?”

      “When the time is right.” Truthfully, Ingrid didn’t know. This was a part of the plan Beth and Pele had kept from the others, and it drove her slightly mad that she hadn’t been included.

      “Hey, you good?” Wallace turned his attention from the carnage below.

      Ingrid shrugged. “Not really. Now isn’t the time or the place.”

      “If it’s a confession of your undying love for me, well…” Wallace paused to behead a skeleton. Its body moved independently for a few moments before collapsing to the ground. “This is probably the best time and place.”

      “You’re such an ass.” Ingrid drew a pistol and fired it point-blank into the skull of a dead businessman. “Is there anybody you won’t hit on?”

      “These guys.” Wallace slashed apart a bloated corpse, then whistled in appreciation at a woman in a two-piece with only one arm. “Then again…”

      Ingrid laughed. “You’re such a creep.”

      He winked in her direction. “But I’m your creep.”

      “For now,” she replied, her attention snapping back to the fight at hand. The team was forced to slowly move uphill toward the elementary school, where at least a couple hundred people were holed up. By now, it was abundantly clear to anyone watching that a tsunami wasn’t coming. Some civilians were up on the roof, shouting instructions to people below. Cars in the parking lot were being moved to block doors and any other point of entry.

      There was another loud cry that carried across the island. The waves surged out to sea, briefly revealing an army of undead that stood in single-file lines, along with the merfolk that attacked them from above. Out in the water, several ships were now making a beeline toward the shore, their decks covered in undead.

      “Ah.” Ingrid frowned. “Those are going to be a problem.”

      “One we expected,” Wallace replied just as someone nearby fired an RPG. It struck one of the ships, blowing out its side. Fireballs were launched from wands in an attempt to slow the vessels down, but the undead didn’t require a safe landing. Burning ships slammed into the rocks, spilling their deadly cargo en masse. The undead scrambled over one another as they surged forward, catching the Order team unprepared.

      “Fall back,” Ingrid cried, using her pistol to pick off the faster runners.

      “Which way?” somebody asked.

      “Toward the school,” she replied, then lowered her voice. “You fucking idiot.”

      They continued uphill toward the elementary school, moving between the cars they had parked as obstacles. The dead were of a single-minded purpose, which meant they would usually climb over or under the vehicles rather than simply move around them.

      A mage who had fallen behind tripped and fell. Ingrid started to run toward the woman and was surprised when a massive Hawaiian wielding a baseball bat beat her there. He smashed his bat through the skull of a nearby skeleton and then yanked the woman to her feet.

      “Thanks,” she replied, then sent out a sphere of force that detonated about twenty feet out, knocking the undead off their feet. Several other men and women appeared between the cars, all of them wielding some sort of weapon.

      “Where did all these people come from?” asked Ingrid as she looked over her shoulder. There were nearly fifty people behind her, all of them native islanders.

      “We live here,” replied the massive Hawaiian. He was wearing board shorts and an unbuttoned Aloha shirt.

      “But you were supposed to evacuate!”

      The large man nodded. “That’s right, we were, and we did.” The man stepped forward to crush a skeleton’s skull. “I got to meet my ancestors last night. Can you imagine that? The warriors of old, guiding my family to safety. It really got me thinking about what’s important, and I wasn’t the only one.”

      Nearby, a Hawaiian woman used a crowbar to block an attack from a skeleton. A surfer standing behind her buried his pickax in the monster’s skull, sending it to the ground.

      “This is our island,” he said with conviction. “We aren’t just the people who live here. We are Hawaii.” Holding his bat in the air, he raised his voice. “Imua!”

      “Imua!” the newcomers shouted in return.

      “Imua e nā pokiʻi a inu I ka wai ʻawaʻawa aʻohe hope e hoʻi mai ai!” The big man raised his bat and brought it down on another skeleton. “This is our island! We will defend it!”

      Cheers rang out from the crowd, and they surged forward. Ingrid watched in astonishment as the islanders started driving back the hordes.

      “Damn,” Wallace muttered at her side. “I’ve got fucking chills.”

      “Me too,” she replied, then unholstered her wand. “I bet that big guy takes out more of them than you do.”

      “Now we’re talking.” Wallace whooped in delight and charged into the fray. Ingrid followed him, a pistol in one hand and her wand in the other.

      I just hope we make it, she thought as she ran toward certain death. Beneath her feet, the whole island rumbled, and the skies above darkened. Because it sure feels like the end of the world.

      ---

      The Caretaker stood on the edge of a cliff, his gaze on the valley below. The shores were dark with undead bodies as they scrambled for purchase, heading up the mountain in a surge of white and gray. Out in the ocean, the abomination Francois had pulled from the deep was busy crushing an aircraft carrier in its massive tendrils. Bombs seemed to have no effect on the beast, and it would occasionally let out a shriek that made Mike dizzy just hearing it.

      This was it, his first official fight with another player in the great game. If not for the actions of others throughout the night, the losses would already be incalculable. Francois was going all out in his attempt, leaving no stone unturned. These were the acts of a desperate man, and desperate men made mistakes.

      “Are you ready?” Pele emerged from a nearby stone as if stepping through a cloud, one eyebrow raised as she looked out to sea. “It looks like he has already unleashed his pet.”

      “You hurt it with fire before, right?”

      Pele nodded. “I only had to boil several million gallons of seawater. As you can see, the creature is no worse for wear.”

      “Are you ready?”

      “I am. But we will have to wait a bit longer before we can spring our trap.” The goddess stood next to him and closed her eyes. “Your family’s actions saved many of my people, Mike Radley. I’m not certain how I could ever repay you for it.”

      “Consider it a gift, freely given.”

      Pele snorted. “You spend too much time with the fae.”

      He laughed, then turned to look at the goddess. “I have a bit of a question for you about divinity.”

      “Oh? And what questions would a mere mortal ask the gods themselves?” Pele pulled a flower from a nearby bush and tucked it into her hair.

      Mike stared down at his hand and summoned a tiny lightning spider, which danced around. “I’ve seen some things lately,” he confessed. “Involving my magic. I almost don’t want to say it out loud, but⁠—”

      “Then don’t.” The goddess turned to face him, her dark eyes blazing. “You know just as well as I do that words can have great power. What you are and what you are becoming are things that are best left unsaid. Speaking them into existence may actually hinder the process, or gain you attention you certainly do not want.”

      “Something worse than this?” Mike gestured out to sea. The aircraft carrier was listing badly as the kraken pressed its gargantuan mass against the vessel, causing bulkheads to burst.

      She nodded. “You must remember why the gods fled this world in the first place. Someday, you may grow tall like the koa tree, but for now, you are still just a seed. Should that ever happen, they will take notice of you.”

      “What are they exactly?” Mike studied Pele, hoping for answers about the Others. “Where do they come from? What do they want?”

      Pele shook her head. “That’s just it, Caretaker. You can’t define them. They are beings devoid of rules or logic from a place of nonexistence. As for what they want? They hunger. That is all. They would eat their way across the stars themselves, devouring time and space, just to fill bellies that lack dimension. They came here because they sensed our power, sensed what we are capable of. We aren’t even their prey, if you can believe that. Divinity is the sauce that makes the meal worth eating, and that’s all.” She shivered and put a fist to her chin. “Let us not speak any more about them, lest they listen in. I would caution you to only dwell on them from the safety of your own home, because they are always watching. And they will certainly be observing this. You cannot concentrate power like this in any one place without repercussions.”

      “I appreciate your guidance,” he said, then turned his attention down toward the bay. “I can’t believe all those people are going to die.”

      “Not all of them. The merfolk will help where they can. But such a battle has not happened for many centuries, and definitely not out in the open. I just wish more of my brothers and sisters were here to help us.” Pele shook her head. “The old ways have been forgotten. The same thing that protects this world from those who would consume it allows acts such as these to occur.”

      “I thought you said we shouldn’t talk about them anymore?”

      Pele sighed. “I may be a divine being, but I’m not perfect. Are you ready for what comes next?”

      Mike held out his hand and smiled at the golden mote of light that briefly appeared there. “I think so,” he replied. He felt like he finally understood his place in things. Ever since last night’s sexual buffet, his whole body was positively thrumming with power.

      “Good. Then I shall await the signal.” The goddess turned to look toward the peak of the volcano. Clouds were starting to boil up above, and ominous thunder echoed across the island. “We stand on the brink of exciting times, Caretaker.”

      “I’m ready for some boring times,” he replied. When Mike looked in Pele’s direction, the goddess was gone. He sighed and turned his attention to the kraken. The creature had compressed the center of the aircraft carrier and was actively shoving it under the water. Hundreds of men and women were in the water, likely in some stage of dying. Within minutes, they would all join the coming horde.

      A jet shot past the kraken but was snatched up in a tentacle. There was a fiery pop, followed by the spread of subsonic debris. All along the coastline, the Captain’s ghost ships rammed themselves into the shore, spilling their undead cargo. Skeletal armies ran inland, many of them heading into the forest below.

      The sky broke, releasing a heavy rain. The ground rumbled as Pele readied her eruption. Mike clenched his fists, sending blue-and-gold sparks up and down his forearms. He couldn’t do anything yet, but when the time came…

      Thunder rumbled overhead, followed by dozens of lightning strikes along the ridge. The kraken turned its attention toward Maui and let out a hideous cry. Tentacles flailing, it moved toward land, the water surging in front of it.

      “That’s right, discount Godzilla. Get your ass over here.” Though he was stuck waiting, that didn’t mean he couldn’t help. A powerful vortex of mana spun inside him as he sent his will outward into the land. Dazzling specks of golden light floated away from him like pollen, gliding down the cliff to the forests below. In his heart, he could feel the jungle come to life, the trees raising roots and lowering branches to slow the invaders. For a moment, he was one with the island, feeling the steady beat of its heart deep within his own.

      Down below, the kraken grabbed onto the rocks of Maui and pulled itself onto land. It looked up toward Mike Radley and roared in fury, then began the long climb upward. The undead surged forward, vanishing into the jungles of Hawaii as they, too, began their murderous ascent.

      ---

      Eulalie stared at the bank of monitors, nearly ten feet tall and thirty feet across, that had been arranged in a semicircle. She dangled from a thick band of silken webs that allowed her to twist and turn with little effort, her eyes shifting between all the screens. Three of the screens were currently blank.

      “I don’t have all day, you guys.” She could hear the network of rats behind the monitors, shifting about as they finished plugging in the last few monitors. Cables dropped through the floor to the massive server room below, where an experimental supercomputer sifted through the data and attempted to parse out anything of worth. In truth, Eulalie had been debating acquiring it for the last year, and the assault on Hawaii had justified its theft. On the central bank of monitors, she watched as the dead smashed themselves against the exterior walls of an elementary school in Lahaina, the tsunami shelter closest to the sea. Up on the roof, the Order and some native islanders were busy smashing anything that crawled onto it. Down below, the cars that had been shoved up against the exterior doors were now being pushed so hard by the surging dead that the brickwork was beginning to crumble.

      Her eyes briefly flicked to a different monitor with the names of anyone wearing a commlink. She clicked on Ingrid’s name and waited. After several seconds of no response, she moved down to Wallace and clicked on him.

      The comm cracked to life. “Delivery or carryout?” he asked.

      “Where’s Ingrid?” Eulalie could see the man on her screen. He was covered in blood, some of it his own.

      “Inside blocking a hallway. Some of them got in through a busted classroom window. She probably lost her commlink.” Wallace grabbed a woman by the shoulder and pulled her back as a skeletal figure lunged from the wall and tried to grab her leg. It caught Wallace instead, who sliced off its hand at the wrist. “Are you guys going to do something anytime soon? I give us maybe ten more minutes before this place becomes a kill zone.”

      “Standby.” Eulalie clicked on Reggie’s name. “Queen here. How are the preparations?”

      “Almost ready, Your Majesty.” Reggie’s voice was strained, the stress of working through the night having taken a toll. Currently, he was working on chewing a portal from an abandoned home on the Big Island to the school. “We should be done in about fifteen more minutes.”

      “Copy.” Eulalie clicked on another name. “Queen to Dead Girl, I need an assist.”

      “Where?” Dana’s voice was muffled.

      “The elementary school.”

      “Copy. I’ve got Lily with me, so we’re on our way. Over and out.”

      Eulalie clicked on Wallace again. “Help is on the way.”

      “Is it the snake?” Wallace asked. “She’s pretty badass.”

      “Negative. Best I could do was a college dropout and her slutty friend.” Eulalie smirked when she saw Wallace pause for a moment.

      “Is there any way you could send the snake first and the slutty friend later?” Wallace stabbed a dead surfer through the head. “Oh, never mind. You just mean Lily, don’t you?”

      “I do.”

      “She’ll do.” Wallace touched his ear, and the audio cut off.

      The arachne turned in her web and saw Sofia looking at the monitors, her massive eye studying each one. “How is our military doing?” she asked.

      “Not good.” The cyclops didn’t look away from the digital feed in front of her. “They’re calling in an air strike, but our commander in chief believes the kraken is some sort of AI-generated hoax and wants better confirmation. Sadly, somebody has cut off exterior communications to the island.“

      “Don’t want too many cooks in the kitchen.” In all honesty, Eulalie was more afraid someone might panic and demand a nuclear strike. “How about naval support?”

      “Well, now that the carrier has been downed, we’ve got a couple of destroyers headed our way. It also sounds like there was a sub in the area.”

      “Really? I must have missed that.” Eulalie turned her attention to the feed.

      “Was,” Sofia emphasized. “They lost contact a few minutes ago. Based on final transmissions, the kraken crushed it.”

      “Damn.” Eulalie looked back at the elementary school, then turned her attention to another set of monitors. This one depicted the high school just down the road. The building had been easier to defend with the Order jamming cars across the doors. The people here had done a better job hiding from sight, which meant the undead were either passing them by or headed toward the elementary school instead.

      In the upper left quadrant, Eulalie watched a direct feed of Tink lying on her stomach and aiming a sniper rifle with her goggles on. She picked up her walkie-talkie and said something into it. On another drone camera, Beth and Leilani ran up a trail to higher ground before the area could be overrun by the undead. Eulalie had the drone follow them, then noticed the battery was running low.

      “Damn,” she muttered. “Can you get Beth a fresh drone?”

      “On it.” Sofia looked away from her screens and ran to the table behind them to pick up another drone. An assembly line of rats were busy swapping out batteries on a trio of drones that had already run out of juice, and one paused to shove a replenished one in Sofia’s direction. The cyclops took it and left the room to push it through a portal where it could be activated in Maui. By the time she came back, Eulalie had already programmed it to track down the one near Beth. Once it arrived there, a rat with a controller in another part of the Library would take over and pilot the thing, keeping Beth in sight.

      The rats had taken to piloting drones quite well. It was already giving Eulalie ideas that she probably shouldn’t entertain, but that was a tomorrow problem. For now, dozens of drones were distributed throughout Maui, helping her monitor the Radley family as well as the ships in the ocean. Unfortunately, they had already lost several drones out there, either due to poor signal strength, the massive kraken destroying ships, or even the drones just crashing into ships by accident. So far, she had failed to identify Captain Francois’s ship. That was her top priority, aside from keeping the others safe.

      And so she watched and reported. Tink almost never replied to Eulalie’s updates, but the arachne knew the goblin was taking it all in. Her interactions with Tink had been relatively limited in the past, and she was only now starting to understand the true range of Tinker Radley’s intellect. When the goblin had casually drafted a probability chart for undead distribution, it had taken Eulalie several minutes just to figure out what the hell she was looking at. Shaped charges along certain roadways had not only devastated Francois’s army but also diverted them along routes that slowed down their crawl. Sure, they were dealing with mindless hordes that couldn’t think beyond killing anyone that moved, but it was the scope of the operation that was mind-boggling.

      Back at the elementary school, one of the survivors had been pulled over the side by bony hands. Wallace, a pair of mages, and the biggest Hawaiian Eulalie had ever seen were now guarding the rooftop entrance from a rush of skeletons that were scrambling over the sides. The Knight was tired, his sword in one hand and a shovel in the other.

      Out on the road, a motorcycle gunned its engine, catching the attention of Francois’s troops. Many of them turned in place to attack the newcomer, who aimed the motorcycle at a rock in the parking lot.

      “Contact,” said Dana through the microphone in her helmet. She hopped up onto the seat of the bike, crouching in place there. When the wheel struck the rock, the bike flipped, launching the zombie into the air.

      The moment happened so fast that Eulalie missed most of it. Dana twisted in the air, twin blades extending as she plowed into the attackers on the roof. Wallace and the others stopped to watch, staring in awe as Dana sliced away limbs or kicked skeletons hard enough that they were launched from the rooftop.

      “What an entrance, ladies and gentlemen!” Lily was down on the street, wearing a ringmaster’s outfit and holding a bullhorn to her lips. “What style, what panache!”

      “Stupid demon fuck get off public comms!” shouted Tink through the channel. “Big important shout only!”

      “There’s nothing more important than the show, ladies and—” Whatever Lily said next went unheard as Eulalie muted her. The succubus smashed her bullhorn into the skeleton closest to her, then suplexed another into the ground. This sent the undead into a frenzy as they chased after the demon, who now wore a tracksuit and was using her wings for balance and speed as she ran away from the building.

      Up on the roof, Dana had cleared it off and was now circling the edge to knock away stragglers. Wallace and the others had joined her, shoving the undead back. Eventually, Dana stayed behind on the roof as the others went inside. Wallace hung back to ask Dana something, then shrugged apologetically before heading indoors.

      “What was that about?” asked Eulalie.

      “He asked where I’d been all his life,” Dana replied.

      “What did you say?”

      “Eating pussy.” Dana paused to look at the drone. “Then he asked if I’d ever consider eating sausage sometime. I told him I would, but only if his dick was bigger than Mike’s.”

      Eulalie laughed hard enough that she choked on her own spit. Sofia glanced over in concern but went back to watching the military once she realized Eulalie was okay.

      “Big boom, seven minutes,” Tink said through the comm system. “No wait, make big ready.”

      This immediately sobered up Eulalie. She clicked through the channels and checked in with everyone. Two minutes later, Reggie announced the portal was ready, and evacuations began for the elementary school. Drone footage shifted views as Eulalie turned the cameras toward the eastern side of the island, her hearts racing as the kraken began its slow ascent. The jungles were packed with thousands of undead, all of them moving upward in a tireless sprint. She checked the time every few seconds, then realized she had been holding her breath.

      At exactly the seven-minute mark, Haleakalā exploded. Several of the drones went offline immediately, but backups were already being deployed.

      “Kick his ass, Mike.” Eulalie steepled her fingers and leaned forward, eager to see what happened next.

      ---

      Mike felt the eruption through his body as the ground trembled beneath him. He looked over his shoulder toward the peak of the mountain as thousands of tons of rock and soil were ejected into the sky. The swirling mass of dirt was caught up in the storm Quetzalli had summoned, then smeared across the sky as the sun was blotted out.

      Debris rained down on him, but he was safe beneath the extended wings of Abella. The gargoyle clutched a pair of protective earmuffs over her ears, which she had also stuffed with earplugs. Wearing similar protection, Mike asked if Abella was okay in ASL, to which she nodded. The ground continued to rumble as mud and rockslides were triggered all along the island, devastating Francois’s troops in their upward climb.

      Down below, the kraken roared in rage, its eyes turning toward the pyroclastic cloud that now hovered overhead. In its depths, a serpentine figure uncoiled herself, gazing down at the kraken in fury. At the top of Di’s head, a solitary figure clung to one of the dragon’s scales.

      Di opened her mouth, revealing an inferno of light and fire. She roared, sending a beam of energy toward the kraken. Its tentacles moved to intercept, and one was promptly severed. Mike watched in horror as the truncated limb moved to the side, the wound quickly sealing shut.

      The dragon launched forward, slithering and sliding down the mountainside toward the kraken. On top of Di’s head, Ratu extended her arms outward, magic blazing as she commanded the earth to rise. All along the valley, massive spires of volcanic rock, placed there overnight by Pele, rose to puncture the kraken’s rubbery hide. The beast roared again, then slammed its tentacles into the ground to shatter the rock and free itself.

      “A proper clash of the titans,” Mike muttered. Up above, the sun was now blotted out completely, plunging the island into darkness. The sky rumbled and cracked as lightning crawled its way from the clouds down into the volcano’s throat. Dozens of lightning strikes a second illuminated the battle below but also revealed something else.

      They appeared in small clusters at first, holding up torches in defiance. Then more came, the eternal guardians of Hawaii pulling energy from the sky to manifest. Tens of thousands of Nightmarchers cried out together, demanding justice in their ancient tongue as they tore into the undead.

      Chills ran up Mike’s spine as the two armies met. The undead turned on the spiritual guardians of Maui but were quickly overwhelmed. The cries of Hawaii’s eternal warriors were punctuated by the sounds of weapons clashing, then drowned out by the sound of the kraken’s screams. The mountain shook beneath Mike’s feet when Di slammed her body into the kraken, knocking it over and causing it to tumble downhill where more spikes rose to greet it.

      Despite being pincushioned by hundreds of jagged spears, the kraken continued to fight, wrapping a tentacle around Di’s neck and smashing the dragon into the ground. Ratu tumbled free from her perch, then reappeared in serpent form. She struck out at the kraken’s face, trying to blind it with her teeth. Flames wreathed her body, and a smell like burned rubber reached Mike’s nose.

      Down in the water, the armada of the undead was coated in an eerie mist. Steam boiled up from the ocean, forming into a thick fog. Magical energy spiraled outward as the bow of a massive ship appeared. Poseidon himself was the figurehead, nearly thirty feet tall and clutching a trident. As the ship emerged, Mike could see the fiery rings of a portal tucked inside the fog.

      “So that’s where you’ve been hiding.” It made sense that Francois would have a trick up his sleeve like that. Sure, he could make his ship big or small, but being able to tuck it away somewhere safe? Infinitely better.

      Francois’s ship turned so the port side faced the island. Cannons the size of tractor trailers emerged from its side, then aimed up toward the island and fired. Projectiles made of condensed magic slammed into Di, knocking the dragon away from the kraken.

      “Fuck!” Mike looked at Abella, who nodded and spread her wings. The whole point of luring the kraken and the undead army into an ambush was to bring Francois out of hiding, but they hadn’t expected him to have this kind of artillery. Another cannon fired, and Mike watched in horror as a section of jungle below vanished, leaving behind a smoldering crater.

      When the cannons fired again, a dome of stone appeared on top of Di, deflecting the round. More fiery bursts targeted the protective barrier, pummeling it into rubble to reveal that the dragon had disappeared.

      “C’mon, it’s our turn.” Mike turned toward the gargoyle, who was already in the sky. Moving toward the edge of the cliff, he held his hands up and allowed Abella to grab his waist with her talons, holding him in place as she pumped her wings. Down below, he could see that numerous fires had broken out, the jungle crying out in pain and rage. Flocks of birds fled in a panic, some of them vanishing in the smoke. Out in the water, dozens of ships formed up around the flagship, their crews throwing spears into the water. From above, Mike could occasionally make out the glimmering shapes of merfolk warriors clinging to their prows. He pushed the button in his pocket for the general comms and spoke. “Beth, where are you at?”

      There was a pulse of magic to his left, and he pointed toward it. Abella descended, then dropped Mike and threw herself to the left as a cannonball passed through the space they had been occupying. Mike fell almost a hundred feet before the gargoyle snatched him in midair, both of them rocketing toward the ground. The tree line behind them was peppered with car-sized cannonballs, which stopped when Di broke free of the mountain just beneath the kraken. The dragon roared, showering the kraken with molten rock as Francois fired on both of them.

      After they landed, Mike ran a few feet, clutched his stomach, then threw up. The free fall had been nothing short of terrifying, but it was the rapid catch at the end that had thrown his stomach for a loop. Spitting on the ground, he looked up to see Beth and Leilani standing in front of him. He waved weakly at both of them, then pulled off his protective earmuffs.

      “Hey.” He spat again. “We need to get to that ship.”

      “And do what exactly?” Leilani looked toward Francois’s boat. “Fight our way through his crew and kill him?”

      “Yep.” Mike took a swig from a water bottle Beth offered him, then spat again. “It’s time to take him out of the game.”

      “Just wanted to make sure we were clear.” Leilani looked at Abella, then Beth. “So is it just us, then?”

      Mike looked up at Di, who had tackled the kraken to the ground. The kraken slapped the dragon with a trio of tentacles that ripped away her scales, then slammed her into a rock. Bursts of lightning from above struck the kraken, but the beast ignored them.

      “It’s never just us,” he said, then hit the public comms button again. “It’s time. Who’s with me?”

      Lily appeared in a cloud of yellow smoke, her eyes gleaming with excitement. She tossed the scorched head of a skeleton to the ground, then winked at Beth. “What’ve you bitches been up to?”

      “I need a portal,” said Dana. “Do we have one nearby?”

      “I’ll send you the location,” replied Eulalie. “But there’s a pretty big horde between you and it.”

      “Damn,” said the zombie.

      “I’m stuck here,” Yuki said. “I’ve got this hotel wrapped in ten feet of ice to keep them out, but it’s not going to last forever. The assholes here ditched me to hide on the upper levels, so I’m on my own.”

      “We’re stuck as well.” Suly’s voice came through the comms with extra static. “Cecilia and I are leadin’ the bone boys away from one o’ the shelters.”

      “Tink ready.” The goblin said nothing else.

      “I am here, Mike Radley.” Death’s voice also generated a bunch of static on the comms. “Or will be in a few minutes. I’m afraid my assistance is limited.”

      “Whatever help you can give, we’ll take it.” Mike looked up at the sky again. Quetzalli had managed to blot it out all the way toward the horizon, but pockets had already opened up, letting beams of ghost-destroying sunlight through. “Best ideas for getting out to his ship?”

      “My people are standing by.” Leilani gestured toward the ocean. “About a mile out, we’ve got a group who can manipulate the currents.”

      “But won’t Frankie the douche just cancel them out?” asked Lily.

      “Not with my help.” Beth held up the rod of Osiris. “I think we can manage together.”

      “It’s those cannons I’m worried about.” Mike moved away from the group so he could see Francois’s ship through the trees. “If he sees us coming, we’re dead.”

      “Ugh, fine.” Lily blew Mike a kiss. “But if a cannonball ruins my makeup, I’m going to make you eat my ass later.” The succubus unfurled her wings, her body shifting to look like Abella’s. She stuck her hands in her stomach and pulled out a thick piece of fabric. She allowed it to unroll, revealing a life-size pillowcase with a topless picture of Mike on it. Beth laughed so hard that she snorted. Mike frowned, then looked up at Lily.

      “That’s not something you just have, right? Like, it’s made out of demon stuff?”

      “Can’t talk, I’m helping.” Lily blew a raspberry and took off, her faux Mike flapping beneath her as she soared toward the west. Within moments, cannon fire diverted in her direction, the succubus performing aerial maneuvers Abella would have been incapable of.

      “Let’s go.” Beth turned toward a nearby trailhead, then took a step back when skeletons burst free. Abella leaped forward and smashed her way through them.

      “Go,” she shouted, using her wings to press the skeletons back. Mike took Beth and Leilani by the hand and ran for the nearest ledge. Leilani screamed when he jumped, pulling both of them over the side. They fell nearly ten feet before Opal’s tendrils shot out of his shirt, grabbing hold of the nearest trees to halt their descent.

      “I hate this!” shouted Leilani.

      “You get used to it!” It was a bald-faced lie, but Mike said it in the hopes it might become true. Down below, the trees had tangled up dozens of the undead, who became far more animated at the sight of him. The jungle pulled their branches and roots out of the way to allow Mike and the others to pass. They jogged for nearly a mile before breaking free of the trees. The beach was within sight, but hordes of skeletal warriors still blocked the path.

      They ran for the beach, Beth raising her rod and Leilani holding her trident. The undead surged forward, their eyes vacant as they raised weapons to attack. Behind Mike, someone blew a long note through a conch shell, and then the Nightmarchers charged forward, easily outpacing Mike and the others to push the invaders back. The spirits cleared a path for them to get to the water, and Beth pointed her rod toward the waves. The water parted, revealing hundreds more of Francois’s army hidden beneath.

      “I’m so tired of these guys,” she groaned, the water rising higher and forming into a massive fist. Beth’s face had turned purple by the time the fist smashed down into the attackers, either shattering them into pieces or driving them into the sand. “Leilani, get him out past the shallows!”

      “Beth, what—” Mike looked back in time to see Beth’s eyes glowing with blue light as she summoned a sphere of water onto the beach. Leilani grabbed Mike and tossed him in before following. Once inside, the mermaid grabbed hold of his body just as the sphere launched the two of them through the air. There was another moment of weightlessness before they skimmed across the water, but Mike could no longer see. All he could feel was Leilani’s arms around him and the sensation of her powerful tail flexing and driving them ever forward.

      By the time he surfaced, they were over a mile out. As they crested a wave, Mike could see the kraken and Di tumbling down the side of the mountain, flattening trees and leveling the terrain. The jungle was on fire in places, despite the light drizzle that fell. Lightning danced across the sky, penetrating deep into the clouds above. Ash drifted down on the waves, turning the water black.

      Several merfolk popped up around them, forming a protective ring. As a group, they swam out toward Francois’s ship, sinking deep beneath the water to avoid detection. Even so, spears uselessly penetrated the murky depths as the skeleton crews above rained projectiles down on them randomly.

      Mike tapped Leilani on the shoulder and pointed at his mouth, letting her know he was about out of breath. She pressed her lips to his and breathed into him, her tongue dancing along his. His magic rose in response, but he tamped it back into place, promising it free rein once this was all over. Somewhere up above, the cannons on the flagship boomed, sending small shock waves through the water that stunned schools of fish near the surface.

      A heavy current blasted the group, sending a few of the warriors spiraling off into the darkness. Linking hands, the merfolk swam upward, emerging in the center of a trio of boats. Before the undead on the ships could attack, the merfolk summoned a wave to lift their group up and onto the deck where they were immediately greeted by dozens of undead warriors wielding spears. The merfolk warriors sprouted legs and then slammed into the mass of creatures, driving most of them overboard using brute strength and water magic. The cannons on Francois’s ship boomed again, the volley slamming into Di and the kraken. Di tried to take refuge beneath the earth, but the kraken ripped her free and slammed her into the ground. Di showered the kraken with molten stone from her fearsome maw, but the kraken took the hit and squeezed the dragon by the throat.

      “We can’t get any closer,” said one of the merfolk, pointing at Francois’s ship. “His control of the sea is stronger the closer we get.”

      “Then we won’t take the sea.” Mike looked toward the island and touched a button on his earpiece. When it didn’t link him to the comms, he pulled a spare out of his pocket, sealed in a waterproof capsule, and replaced the broken one. “I need a lift,” he said. “Can someone carry me to the ship? I’m most of the way there already.”

      “Cannon fire is too heavy,” Abella replied. “I’m not fast enough to dodge them.”

      “I can come directly to you,” Lily said. “But the statue is right. I can barely dodge them, and I’m only carrying a decorative sheet. We need to draw his attention away.”

      “How do we do that?” Mike looked at Leilani, who had pinned a skeleton to the deck of their ship with her trident. The boats nearby had caught on to their presence, and he suspected it was only a matter of time before Francois realized he was nearby.

      “What in the actual fuck is that?” Eulalie’s voice was barely audible, the channel crackling with interference.

      “Eulalie? What is what?” Mike looked at Leilani, but the princess just shrugged and kicked another corpse off the boat. “Hello? Can anyone hear me?”

      “I can hear you, Mike Radley.” Death’s voice cut through the static. “I apologize for my tardiness. I’m afraid it was rather difficult to get here. We caused quite the commotion.”

      “Death? Where are you?” The ship Mike was standing on dipped down in the water, then was carried up on a wave that lifted it above the other ships. For a moment, he got a clear look at Francois’s ship, the cannons shifting in place as they swiveled in his direction.

      An explosion rocked the bow of Francois’s ship, followed by three more. Plumes of fire billowed up, swiftly gobbled by the storm raging above. Dazzling lights illuminated the sky, crawling out toward a lone ship in the distance. Electrical energy crashed against the mysterious vessel, feeding it power and causing it to glow ethereally. Spectral turrets shifted and fired on Francois again. Moments later, the deck of Francois’s ship exploded, showering the area with burning debris.

      “Who is that?” Mike asked. “Is that the Order?”

      “That is me, Mike Radley. Or rather, I have brought them here.” The static on the channel magnified, and suddenly Mike heard hundreds of voices whispering as one. Through them all, Death continued. “Once I found all the warriors who died in battle on Maui, I went to another place where many had perished in battle. You see, I knew they had a ship and might be able to help.”

      “Those aren’t Nightmarchers.” The realization of what he was looking at hit Mike in the chest like a ton of bricks.

      “I was never asked to bring Nightmarchers, Mike Radley. My task was to find the fallen warriors of Hawaii. Besides, these men swore to protect this land from all enemies, foreign or domestic.” The whispering in the channel intensified, then went quiet just before the turrets fired again. “We were lucky they were still hanging around. You see, the men of the USS Arizona have been waiting for the final member of their crew so they can all depart for the afterlife together.”

      “Fucking hell,” Eulalie whispered through the comms. “I can see them with my drones, all of them standing on the deck. The sailors.”

      “See who?” asked Kisa. “What’s going on? Tink won’t let me borrow her scope!” Over the comms, Tink grunted as if she’d been kicked.

      The USS Arizona fired on Francois again, and the Captain turned his ship to meet their attack. The ship entered another depression, blocking Mike’s view of the ghost battleship in the distance. Realizing Francois was turning away from them, Mike touched his earpiece. “Lily, I need you here!”

      There was a blast of sulfur, followed by the appearance of the succubus. She gave him a wink, then immediately lost her footing as the boat tilted beneath them. Lily fell into Mike’s arms, her breasts pressing into his stomach.

      “Need a lift?” She looked up at him and grinned. “Least you could do is show me your legs.”

      “Can you get me up there?” He pointed at Francois’s ship. A sparkling cloud of debris hovered behind it, the shattered planking now moving backward in slow motion as the ship repaired itself. Divine anger radiated from the ship, but Mike didn’t care.

      “Do you even need to?” she asked. “From here, he’s definitely losing.”

      The winds shifted, blowing holes in the clouds above to allow the sun’s light through. Francois fired his cannons, but Mike couldn’t see their target. However, he did see the tendrils of magic that crawled into the sky, manipulating the clouds and pushing the gaps toward the USS Arizona. The spirits of the Arizona had surprise on their side, but if they got hit by the sun, it wouldn’t matter.

      “He won’t be for long.” Mike put a hand to his ear. “Death, can you ask the Arizona to start firing on the smaller ships instead? I’m about to go on board the big one.”

      “I’ll let the captain know,” Death replied.

      “Let’s go,” Mike said, then grabbed Lily by the wrist. She licked her lips and extended her wings wide before throwing herself skyward just as the ship dipped back down. It was a struggle to gain altitude at first, but Lily was able to spiral upward now that the cannons were no longer pointed their way. The merfolk abandoned the ship, diving for the safety of the water.

      The kraken let out a roar from its place on the island, then threw itself back toward the water. Francois’s ship was now on fire in more than one spot, but waterspouts had formed nearby to shower the flames and put them out. Even before the Arizona could adjust its aim, smaller ships started placing themselves between the two to form a defensive barrier.

      Mike dangled below Lily, his eyes on the battle and carnage below. A few dead merfolk floated on the water alongside debris from dozens of ships. Maui was on fire, the pyroclastic cloud dipping toward the water and scorching the ships closest to it. He turned his attention to the deck of Francois’s ship, then pointed toward the bow. The damage from the Arizona’s initial attack had already been undone.

      “Let’s land there,” he said, pointing toward the prow. Lily swooped down, letting out a cackle of glee when they landed. The two of them stood there for a silent moment as the undead figures moving around the deck paused to study them. Mike touched the button on his comms. “I’m in position,” he said.

      The undead charged forward, their weapons raised. Mike pulled the stopper on Opal’s bottle, allowing the slime girl to emerge and crash into the attackers. Lily slammed her knee into the undead closest to her, then used her tail to sweep their legs out from beneath them. Several tense minutes passed as Mike stood there with his arms crossed in front of him, unmoving.

      Hatches and doors opened in the planking, allowing more of Francois’s crew to come out and join the battle. Lily and Opal were finally pushed back by overwhelming numbers, only for the undead to become scattered as Mace crashed through their ranks. The magical mace spun like a top, shattering bones on every pass over the ship.

      “I’m not leaving,” Mike shouted. “If you want to be rid of me, you’re going to need to come out here and do it yourself!”

      Francois didn’t take the bait. Instead, the ship listed suddenly, turning almost sideways. Lily lost her footing and was nearly cast over the side, while Opal clung to the deck. Mike leaned and grabbed onto the railing, unbothered by the sudden change in orientation.

      The ship itself bucked, despite its massive size. A swell carried it up, then dropped them into a watery trench that threatened to wash him away. Lily was caught in the waves this time, sucked away by the surge. Opal wrapped herself around Mike’s body, securely fastening him in place. When the wave was done breaking, the slime girl withdrew, leaving Mike perfectly dry. Mace hovered high overhead, the magical weapon doing its best to avoid getting wet.

      In the bay, the kraken let out another roar that made Mike wince in pain. It was on its way, most likely eager to defend its master. If the kraken made it before Mike lured Francois out, he would have to go belowdecks to get to safety, and that meant the plan was ruined. Would the kraken tear the ship apart to find him? Just how stupid was the ship’s guardian? Could he use it against Francois?

      A dangerous plan suddenly put itself together in his mind. Cackling internally, Mike checked through his pockets to make sure he still had what was needed.

      The kraken roared again, then sank beneath the waves of the bay, swamping several nearby ships. The wave the beast generated crashed onto the shore, smashing everything that remained.

      “C’mon, Francois, I thought this was a battle between men. What kind of coward hides behind an entire army?” Mike turned his attention back toward the ship, hoping to see any sign of movement. “I mean, I came all the way out here. You may as well pop your head out and say hello.”

      When there was still no response, Mike sighed. He needed to goad the man out, but how? It was too bad Lily wasn’t here. If she was, she would probably…

      Groaning internally, Mike knew what he had to do. He took a deep breath and braced himself for what was about to transpire, mentally preparing for perhaps the dumbest thing he would ever do.

      “There will be many stories told about this day,” Mike shouted as he pulled the front of his pants down. “The funny thing about stories is people tend to focus on the stuff that really resonates with them, you know? Ol’ Captain Francois was such a cowardly bag of shit that he stayed hidden inside his own ship, even while this happened.”

      Taking aim, Mike pissed on the deck. “Yep, that’s right, folks,” he declared. “Captain Francois is just as yellow as the piss running across the deck of⁠—”

      His magic just barely warned him of the attack, and Mike took a step to the side and ducked, the pistol round passing through the space where his head had been. Glancing up, he saw Francois standing nearby with another flintlock pistol, the man’s face beet red with anger.

      “Ah. There you are.” Mike tried to stop peeing but, after a failed attempt to pinch it off, figured it was easier to just finish. “Is that a new gun? It looks like the old one. Was it part of a matching⁠—”

      “Arrêt!” Francois was trying to reload his flintlock. “What are you doing?!”

      “Uh…” Mike did a little squat, the stream finally abating. He gave his cock a shake and then tucked it back into his pants. “Peeing on your boat, apparently.”

      “What kind of a monster are you?” Francois’s remaining eye was bloodshot with rage.

      “Really? That’s where you draw the line?” Mike was well aware that the ship was turning beneath them and had a pretty good idea why. “Murdering thousands of people is fine, but a little pee on your boat and you lose it? Isn’t part of the boat literally called the poop deck?”

      Francois shrieked something in French, then moved as if to aim his flintlock again. Mike threw out a spark of lightning, which ignited the powder early, causing the gun to go off and fire a ball into the deck.

      “This is a game we could play all day,” Mike said with a grin. “Why don’t you come over here so we can have a proper talk?”

      “I am not stupid. You have that goo girl with you.”

      “Ah, right.” Mike looked down at the pink-and-purple slime that held him to the deck. “So I guess you aren’t as dumb as you look.”

      “When I kill you, I will come for every member of your family!” Francois shouted, revealing all his teeth. “I will drown every single one of them at sea and force them to serve me for⁠—”

      There was a meaty slap, and Francois’s body bucked out from underneath him, a fountain of gore spraying from his hip. The Captain gasped and fell limp on the deck, his fingernails digging into the wood as he cried out in pain.

      Mike heard a single voice crackle through the comms. “Stupid fuck down,” Tink growled.

      “Caretaker!” Francois struggled to rise, but his body failed to obey. “What have you done to me?”

      “Me? Nothing, actually. My wife though? Put a bullet through your spine.” Mike knelt and shook his head in disappointment. “She’s having a really bad week, you see.”

      “No. NON!” Francois clutched at the deck and started weeping. His features aged further but only slightly as he reached the limit of his time on earth. “I was supposed to live forever!”

      “Well, that ship has sailed.” Mike rose, the boat shuddering beneath them. “You broke rule number one: Don’t fuck with the Radley family.”

      Francois looked up at Mike in horror, his mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water. “You…if…”

      “My ride should be here in a moment.” Mike looked out to sea and saw a tiny gray speck heading in his direction. “As for what happens next, I guess that’s up to you.”

      The water beneath the ship became choppy, the hull dropping into another trench. Mike kept his legs bent to avoid getting flattened against the deck when it reached the bottom.

      “I suppose you think you’ve won,” Francois hissed. “And now the spoils of war go to you, the mighty Caretaker. So what comes next for the family man? Will you sail the seas? Will you become a conqueror of men?”

      “Hmm, what?” Mike looked down at the Captain. “Oh, you think I care about this thing?” He stomped his foot on the boat for emphasis. “I don’t give two shits about it. Why do you think I had you shot in the spine and not the head?”

      “What?” A vein visibly bulged in Francois’s forehead. “Why?”

      “It’s simple, really.” Mike knelt to look at the man. He summoned his magic, spinning it into a vortex inside his soul. “You see, if I had killed you, that means I get what you have, right? They say boat ownership is a pain, so I figured I would skip it. If I leave and you die of old age, well, then I didn’t kill you, so the magic takes over and finds somebody new. But you know what? That can’t happen if your guardian is dead. Doomed to an eternity of sitting back and doing nothing, that’s what’s going to happen.”

      “You…you’d turn your back on the power of the gods?” Francois’s voice was filled with disbelief. “On Poseidon?”

      Mike shrugged. “Kind of. This is also a bit of a message for anyone else that comes for me in the future. You see, I’ve realized that, after today, I’m going to have a lot of attention. Anyone with a hard-on for the great game will consider making a play for what I have. When they do, I want them to remember I was far happier letting this ship go to waste than claiming it for myself. A god willing to kill innocent people doesn’t get to play this stupid game anymore. You hear that, Poseidon?” He stomped his foot on the deck and wondered if he actually felt it shiver in response. “So I figure when the other players hear about this, maybe the gods that work with them will second-guess pulling similar shit.”

      The vessel shuddered again, and the bow lifted. Mike heard water surge behind him, followed by the sudden presence of a massive beast. The kraken had arrived.

      “So then you let me live.” Francois’s lips curled into a grim smile, the Captain convinced he had managed to buy the time he needed. “Know that I will come for you, Caretaker. I will never stop until⁠—”

      “Yeah, yeah, fire and flames, I’ve heard this shit before, you guys need new material.” Mike stuck his hand in his pocket and closed his fingers tightly around the vial inside. “You know what, Frankie? Fuck you.” He pulled the vial out of his pocket, the contents inside glittering as his magic danced across the crystalline pollen. “And fuck your boat.”

      Spinning in place, Mike threw the vial of Mandragora powder high at the kraken’s face. The massive beast narrowed its eyes as Mike summoned his magic, blasting the vial with gold-and-blue lightning. The powder exploded, forming a glittering cloud that drifted into the kraken’s face. The beast blinked in surprise, then snorted and smashed a tentacle into the deck.

      Opal released her grip on the deck, her body flowing back inside her bottle as Mike sprinted along the boat. The kraken roared and tried to grab him but smashed a tentacle into the mast instead.

      “Abella!” Mike screamed. He pointed ahead of himself, toward the other end of the ship. The gargoyle corrected her course, her wings spread wide.

      “No, you idiot, what are you—” Francois slid across the deck of his ship as the kraken leaned forward, its bulk causing the ship to tilt dangerously. The kraken wrapped its tentacles around the ship, its whole body shivering. The ship listed to one side, and Mike grabbed onto the railing and held on for dear life. A loud groan went through the vessel, the wood creaking under the strain.

      Turning around, Mike summoned bursts of light into his palms and tossed them out toward the kraken. The beast made a rumbling sound deep in its chest as light danced along its body. Somewhere beneath its tentacles, Francois screamed in fury.

      Grunting, the kraken adjusted its body, allowing the ship to go level again. Mike ran for it, the hairs on the back of his neck sticking up as the magic around him shifted. He looked back to see that a portal now circled the ship, revealing calm seas beyond.

      The Captain was trying to escape. Turning around, Mike rolled his arms around each other and sent another blast of magical sexual arousal into the kraken. The beast was rubbing its body on the bow, the planking splintering and falling into the water below.

      Realizing time was limited, Mike made it to the stern and jumped. Abella snatched him up with powerful talons, her wings pumping with exertion as they swooped away.

      “Turn around,” he said. Abella altered course, and he found himself looking down on the kraken as it growled and thrust its body against the ship. A glowing portal now encircled the ship, the sky filling with mists as Captain Francois tried to escape.

      Mike summoned his magic, letting it crackle between his fingers as his body became one giant dynamo. Taking a deep breath, he exhaled and sent his magic down, striking the kraken with magic sex lightning over and over again. The kraken rumbled, its eyes an eerie shade of red as it thrust its body forward once again. A thick, rubbery appendage burst through the upper decks, similar to the tentacles clutching the ship but with a massive, bulbous head. The kraken let out a cry as it came, blowing gallons of semen across the ship as a giant crack appeared in the hull.

      “C’mon, you fucker, do it. Do it!” Mike showered the kraken with magic as the ship slowly drifted through the portal. A current formed beneath the ship, pulling it back out of the portal. Looking over his shoulder, Mike saw Beth standing on the bow of a small vessel, the rod of Osiris glowing bright in her hands. The ship was surrounded by merfolk who kept it steady as waves slammed into its sides.

      The kraken continued thrusting its anatomy into the ship, caught fully in the throes of the pollen’s influence. Between Beth’s magical current and the kraken, the ship was now immobilized in the water. The portal shimmered and twisted, then started a slow pass across the ship, swallowing the kraken and its sex toy.

      “No. No! NO!” Mike screamed, forcing his will out into the world. His magic transformed into a beautiful golden stream of electricity, flowing down from his fingers into the kraken. The beast shrieked and came again, the sound so loud that Abella dropped from the sky while clutching her head. There was the loud pop of a portal slamming shut, followed by a sudden rush of air, and then Mike and Abella were both underwater, sinking rapidly toward the depths below. The gargoyle released him, and Mike kicked his legs in an effort to swim to the surface.

      Cool hands clamped onto his wrists, and a soft glow of light appeared between himself and Leilani. The princess smiled at him, then took his face in her hands and kissed him, breathing air into his lungs.

      More merfolk appeared, their faces straining with effort as they held Abella by her arms and legs. They swam as a group, dodging massive pieces of debris. When they eventually surfaced, Mike turned toward Francois’s ship to see what had happened.

      The portal had slammed shut, likely a result of the Captain’s death. The closing portal had neatly bifurcated both the kraken and Francois’s ship. The rubbery beast was already sinking beneath the waves as its guts spilled into the water. The ship spewed wood and magic into the sky, somehow expanding in size as it did so. The sky above rumbled, and the other boats in the water all became listless as the undead piloting them went still, the magic animating them now gone.

      Mike and the others turned to look at Maui. The island was a smoldering mess, but he was relieved to see Di slowly climbing back to the peak of the volcano. He hoped the others were okay too. Though they had been victorious, it had come at a heavy price, and he was tired of paying it.

      The world was about to become a very different place, for better or for worse. He looked over at Leilani, who nodded grimly, then turned his attention to Abella, whose eyes were barely above the water.

      “Need a lift?” Beth leaned over the edge of a nearby ship. She used the rod of Osiris to help get Abella on board, and when Mike and Leilani joined her, the ship sailed smoothly around the debris as it headed back to the island.

      “So what comes next?” asked Leilani, her gaze on the bay.

      “I’m not sure,” said Mike. “I never really thought about it past here.” The last forty-eight hours had been a whirlwind, and he was still trying to come to terms with everything. “What about for you and your people?”

      Leilani shrugged. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “It’s going to be difficult to hide our part in things here.”

      Beth, who stood at the bow of the ship, looked over her shoulder with a grin. “You’re still in charge of your people, right? Until sundown, if I remember correctly.”

      “I am. Why?” Leilani tilted her head to one side.

      Beth started laughing but said nothing else. She made a quick detour to pick up Lily, who was busy trying to rescue what was left of a body pillow from the ocean, and then they all headed back to shore together. In the distance, the USS Arizona turned about, ready to return to her place of rest.
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      Mike stood near the bottom of the slide, his eyes up on the top platform. Above, Callisto fiddled with the bracelet on his wrist, his mind obviously somewhere else. Underneath the slide, Grace was beating her hands softly on the thick polymer surface as if playing a drum.

      “C’mon,” Mike said. “You can do it, it’s just⁠—”

      Callisto grabbed the bar above the slide and launched his body forward. The jets of water pushed him even faster, causing him to pass the bend in the slide and then launch off the small lip into the bay. A wave gobbled him up, the child surfacing several feet later.

      “Swimming is still stupid,” he declared, frantically pinwheeling his arms. “If the gods had intended us to swim, they would have given—ah, nooooo!”

      Callisto tried to doggy-paddle away as Grace hurled herself into the water after him. Unlike her brother, Grace was naturally gifted in the water, and she swam along the surface until she was close enough to dunk him. He popped up another foot away, buoyed by several tendrils of magic.

      Mike looked down at Beth, who sat along the edge of the dock with a book in her hand. She looked up at him and winked, then curled the fingers of her hand toward the shore. Both children were pushed toward the beach where Lily was lying on a towel and wearing a red-and-black bikini that left very little to the imagination. When the kids kicked sand up on her, she snatched Grace with her tail and lifted the child above her.

      “What’ve I said about kicking sand?” she asked.

      Grace blew a raspberry, then reached out and smeared sand-covered webbing on Lily’s chest. The succubus dropped the arachne, who scurried off like a crab.

      “When I get my hands on you,” Lily shouted, then turned to give chase. Both children laughed and giggled as she chased them up the beach toward the jungle. They were inside the secret volcano, but it was different now. The caldera had been split on one side, revealing an endless blue horizon that stretched as far as the eye could see. In the inlet behind them, Di’s temple sat like a silent guardian, decorated with shells and flowers.

      “Lily’s surprisingly good with them,” said Beth, kicking her feet in the water. Now that the kids were gone, she pulled an orb of water from the ocean and let it hover over her palm. The orb shifted, transforming into a cube. Beth smiled, then concentrated on changing the shape again.

      “She definitely has the energy for it.” He heard someone blow a conch shell and turned his attention to the ocean. “Oh, I think that means they’re back.”

      Beth set her book down. “I wonder how it went.”

      The azure water of the pocket world was disturbed by the shimmering scales of the merfolk as they returned from their hunt. Some of them surfaced like dolphins, doing aerial antics for those on the beach who might be watching. The kids stopped running from Lily and came down to the water’s edge, both of them clapping in delight. Down at the edge of the dock, Leilani surfaced, a huge grin on her face.

      “You look pleased.” Mike sat down on the edge of the dock. “I take it the hunt went well?”

      Leilani nodded. “Better than expected! This ocean is not only better stocked, it’s healthy. We actually finished our hunt early and had the scouts explore to see if they could find a border or perhaps where it loops back around. This place is huge!”

      “I’m glad.”

      The mermaid pulled herself onto the dock, her tail melting into legs. She sat next to him and wrapped her arms around him. Her hair smelled of the sea, with bits of seaweed tangled in it.

      “You didn’t just give us a refuge,” she said. “You gave us a home.”

      “You mostly have Beth to thank.” He jerked his thumb at Beth, who formed the cube into a hand that waved back at them. “She’s the one who came up with the idea of making a sanctuary for your new colony.”

      “Pele did all the work.” Beth leaned back on her arms to look at the two of them. The watery hand fell back into the ocean. “In all honesty, I was being a bit selfish. Since you were temporarily in charge of your people, I figured you could gift Paradise and the surrounding waters to Mike as a token of diplomacy or whatever. I wanted a piece of Paradise for myself.”

      “It was my dowry to give.” Leilani winked at Mike. “They never would have let me just give you that land. But as a wedding present?”

      Mike chuckled. “Yeah, well, I didn’t expect that angle either.” When the idea had originally been broached, the first thing he had done was ask Tink about it. While marrying Leilani for the sake of exploiting a merfolk loophole was the primary purpose, Tink was technically his only wife. Tink had immediately asked if Leilani was also a goblin. When Mike told her no, she had shrugged and declared she had no fucks to give over the matter.

      “That reminds me. You gave me a rain check on our honeymoon.” Leilani smiled lasciviously. “When do I get you all to myself for a few days?”

      “When things calm down a bit.” Mike looked over at the kids, who were dancing around the merfolk warriors that were pulling nets up onto the beach. The nets were packed full of fish, and a trio of centaurs who had been sent along as an honor guard were already digging up a smoking pit that had been packed with kalua pork the previous evening. The merfolk were cleaning the fish next to the dock, chatting amicably with one another as they handed prepped fish to the centaurs for cooking. Of all the things to happen in the last week, the strange bond between merfolk and centaur tribes was not one he had expected. Even now, the merfolk were eagerly chatting up the centaurs who had come to visit the beach. “Callisto is still having nightmares. Lily wants to go in and get rid of them, but Zel is making her wait so he can actually process his feelings.”

      “Well, when it finally happens, I intend to wear you out.” Leilani looked past him at Beth. “You’re invited too. The more the merrier.”

      “No thanks.” Beth gazed wistfully at the beach where Asterion was busy digging another pit for the merfolk. “I have other plans for my days ahead.”

      “Your loss.” Leilani kissed Mike and gestured out toward the ocean. “Anyway, as far as we can tell, the waters around this island extend for at least two hundred miles before looping around. A few of my people want to put together a proper expedition. It’s been centuries since the merfolk have had somewhere new to explore. Does Pele have any idea how big it could be?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t think she does,” he admitted. “It was sort of a…last-second decision.” After the battle with Francois had come to an end, the others had gone back to Paradise to discuss the next steps. During the discussion about creating a sanctuary for the merfolk with Paradise, Pele had emerged from the mountain and promptly asked Mike what he intended to do with Poseidon’s body. The magic vessel, now split in half, was still spewing its contents out into the waves. Even though Poseidon himself had been nullified, the ship was still a part of his body and could easily become a weapon in the right hands.

      Mike barely remembered the next two hours as a mad rush by the merfolk and Pele to capture and contain the god’s body had ensued. The rats had seen the portal for Francois’s pocket dimension through their drones, so Reggie had worked with his people on accessing the plane. The remnants of Francois’s ship had been gathered up and pushed into the closest bay, where a building with a portal to that dimension had been installed and lowered into the water.

      Eulalie and Tink had both monitored the cleanup operation, while Pele had gone home with Mike to speak with Hestia. By that afternoon, a plan had been set in place, and Pele herself had done most of the work with Ratu and Yuki’s help. She had been present once upon a time when the Architect had transformed her sister Nāmaka into the island, and had begun a similar spell to repurpose Poseidon’s body. The results of that spell had not only attached the pocket dimension to this place but had transformed Poseidon into the very ocean surrounding it. Much like a world had once been created for the centaurs, now the same thing had been done for the merfolk. Those who had chosen to splinter away from the main colony now lived here, away from the world of man.

      Mike had worried that Poseidon’s wrath would somehow find him, but Hestia had reassured everyone that her brother no longer had any power after being removed from the great game. If anything, he was now considered part of Mike’s property as a spoil of war and would bend a knee if he ever found a way to manifest again.

      Mike looked over at the beach and laughed when he saw Callisto on Asterion’s shoulders. The Minotaur was pretending the boy wasn’t there as he continued digging a second smoking pit. Grace was now climbing up Asterion’s leg and hissing whenever he “accidentally” dropped sand on her with his shovel.

      “You’ve made a whole new world for us.” Leilani sighed and closed her eyes. “A week ago, you were the enemy. Now? You’re the guardian spirit of my people.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far.” Mike blushed, then cleared his throat. “All of this is just kind of something that happened.”

      “I know.” Leilani moved closer to him and grinned. “Which is why it feels so magical!” She grabbed him by the hand and pulled him into the water. The two of them sank down to the sands below, their lips pressed together as she breathed air into him. Her hands moved across his body, fumbling with the strings of his board shorts when a pulse of energy moved through the water from above. Mike broke the kiss and signaled that he needed to go up. Leilani took him to the surface, and he saw Ratu standing on the edge of the dock, her arms crossed and a smile of amusement on her face. She was wearing a green-and-gold bikini, and the scales on her body shifted beneath the eternal sun.

      “Having fun in there?” she asked.

      “Just taking a quick dip.” Mike swam to the edge of the dock and pulled himself up. “Does this mean you’re done?”

      Ratu nodded. “With my part, anyway. Do you have time to talk right now? Pele would like a word.”

      Mike looked at Leilani. The mermaid sighed and tilted her head toward the beach.

      “I should probably be helping them with tonight’s feast,” she said. “Besides, I’ll get you all to myself…eventually.” She blew him a kiss and then dipped beneath the waves, her tail splashing them unnecessarily as the princess swam for shore.

      “You marry the most interesting people, Caretaker.” Ratu extended a hand to Mike and helped him stand. “I feel like we haven’t had a chance to talk about that, actually. Are you Prince Mike now? Or maybe you’re a duke. Does that title extend to everyone else? Tink would probably love that.”

      “If I only ask one thing of you, it’s that you don’t talk about this in front of Lily.” He looked at the beach and saw that the succubus had turned into a child version of herself and was now clinging to Asterion with the children. The Minotaur didn’t seem to realize it was her and was still digging his pit. “It would be all I hear about for days.”

      “An easy enough favor, I suppose.” She walked along the dock toward shore, and Mike followed. The two of them walked up the beach and then along the shoreline of the lake. A small building with the word Village carved up top contained a portal inside that took them straight up to the old homes, which were now partially occupied by centaurs from Zel’s tribe. Some of them paused and waved to Mike, and he waved back. There, another building with the word Temple was built near the cliffs. The door radiated heat, and Mike followed Ratu inside. They stepped out into Di’s chambers. The dragon’s head rested on the edge of the platform, her massive coils submerged in the lava. Standing beneath her was Pele, the goddess inspecting Di’s scales.

      “This has closed up nicely,” said the goddess, indicating the remains of a large wound just under Di’s jaw. “How about your ribs?”

      “It hurts to breathe too deeply.” Di’s citrine eye shifted to focus on Mike. “Welcome back, Caretaker.”

      “Di. How are you feeling?”

      “I am healing quite nicely.” The dragon made a rumbling sound in her throat. The battle with the kraken had left her exhausted and near death. Ratu had helped her back to the safety of the sanctuary after the fight. “It will be some time before I can be a proper guardian, I fear.”

      “Don’t you worry about that. It’ll be a fight for anyone who thinks they’re going to break in.” The one thing Mike hadn’t been able to do was close off the entrance in Maui. Unlike Paradise, which had been pulled away and incorporated into the secret island, great game rules apparently decreed that players couldn’t just remove themselves from reality. Pele and Ratu had significantly altered the topography around the entrance to make it impossible for anyone to casually hike into. At a minimum, they would need climbing gear and the ability to scale wet rocks.

      As for those who did? Well, they would run into the volcano’s newest, unofficial guardian.

      “Where is little sister?” asked Di. “I miss her.”

      “She’s out fixing some rogue weather patterns that she accidentally caused.” Between the eruptions and monster storm Quetzalli had summoned, she had somehow altered the flow of air currents over the ocean, resulting in massive storms along the West Coast. “I’m sure she’ll be back later though.”

      “This is acceptable. Quetzalli sings to the eggs. I love listening to it.” Di’s eye shifted toward Ratu. “You seem to have recovered faster than I have.”

      “A perk of being much smaller. There’s less of me to heal.” Ratu gestured toward Pele. “I have brought him, goddess.”

      “At last.” Pele turned to face Mike, her eyes sparkling. “It seems that most of my work is done. Haleakalā has been stabilized, so the tremors will stop soon.”

      “That’s great news.”

      The goddess nodded. “As for my people, they have experienced a reawakening. Despite the efforts of others, they’ve been reminded that the world is bigger than they ever realized. Though many have invoked my name, it is only now that they believe in its power.”

      “So you’re getting stronger?”

      Pele nodded. “In a manner of speaking. With that strength comes some danger, I’m afraid. You see, my remaining kin may be scattered, but new belief in me will also empower them. There is a good chance these events may be the catalyst that ushers in a new age, one that sees the return of the gods.”

      Mike frowned. “You don’t think they’ll stay in hiding?”

      She shook her head. “Some will, but others will see this as an opportunity to reclaim what they’ve lost. As they, too, grow in strength, they will be noticed.”

      “By the Others.” Mike didn’t fear speaking of them in the sanctuary of Di’s temple.

      “Yes.” Pele walked across the chamber to face him, then took his hand in hers. Her skin was cool to the touch, but he felt the heat of her soul beneath it. “And that is something you should also keep in mind. There are those among you who also grow in power. In the safety of your home, you will be shielded. But should you venture out, I would caution you to never concentrate your power unless absolutely necessary. There are already tales among my people of a massive serpent who alters the land as it slithers, and a woman with five tails who froze the ocean using her power. They’ve seen things, recorded them even, and they’ve become believers. That belief will be your strength, but it can also make you a target.”

      Mike sighed. “Well, it’s a good thing we’re not planning any more field trips,” he said.

      “Indeed. But if you do, tread cautiously, Caretaker. I would not see harm come to you.” The goddess leaned forward, her words hot against his ears. “You have done me and my people an impossible service. I’ve also become quite fond of your family and don’t know that I can ever thank you enough. And thus I mark you.” She pecked him on the cheek, the chaste kiss of an old woman.

      His magic practically boiled inside him, desperate to escape and unleash itself, to bathe itself in sustained passion. Golden motes of light burst from his skin, shooting into the air and forming into dandelion seeds that fell to the floor and were consumed by flames. Di snorted, blowing some of them back into the air.

      Gasping for air, Mike grabbed Ratu by the hand, not daring to touch Pele herself. The goddess smirked, then took a step away from him.

      “I guess I’ve still got it.” Pele smiled. “I’ve marked you, Mike Radley, that fire will recognize you as one of its own. Never again shall it score your flesh nor should you fear its advances.” Her eyes dropped to the scar tissue on his stomach. “I believe this to be a suitable gift.”

      “You…honor me.” Mike bowed his head, trying to ignore the raging hard-on pressed tightly against his board shorts.

      “Good. You should be honored.” Pele laughed and ruffled his hair. “Now if you’ll excuse me, there’s a group of men on Oahu who are raising money to rebuild Maui. Naturally, it’s a scam and they’re planning to keep it instead.”

      “What are you going to do to them?” asked Ratu.

      “Suspend them over a pit of lava and make them beg for their lives.” Pele grinned. “I’ll drop a few in and let the others live. With my recent popularity, it’s probably a good time to remind everyone that I do have a reputation in regard to my temper.”

      The goddess walked to the edge of the chamber and stepped out onto the magma. Flames wrapped around her, forming into a fiery vortex as she departed. Mike stared at the area and blinked the spots from his eyes. Ratu chuckled and took him by the hand.

      “She sure knows how to make an exit.” The naga cleared her throat. “If you need some help with that, I’d be glad to assist you.”

      Mike turned hungry eyes on the naga, only to see the massive dragon looming in the background. Di grinned, her stony scales shifting along her length.

      “Don’t mind me,” she said. “Just pretend I’m not here.”

      Mike laughed, then took Ratu by the hand and led her toward the door. “We can find somewhere more appropriate for this, I’m sure.”

      “Boo,” called Di as the door closed. Mike and Ratu were now back in the village, his eyes scanning the buildings to find one that was unoccupied. However, the frantic energy of the village came to a halt when he was noticed, and a pair of centaurs came running up to him.

      “Caretaker.” One of them bowed; the other just fidgeted with her hands. “There was a problem with the offering.”

      “Offering? What offering?” He looked at the two of them. When they looked toward the cave behind them, he smacked himself in the forehead. “Yeah, right, what’s wrong?”

      “There are supposed to be three of us.”

      “Ah, okay. Um, I guess a rain check, maybe.” He looked at Ratu and sighed.

      “Our loss.” The naga grinned and kissed his forehead. “See you at dinner?”

      “Of course.” He watched Ratu saunter off and then ran with the centaurs toward the cave exit. The stone walls had dozens of runes carved into them, magic dedicated to identifying and possibly vaporizing any intruders. When they emerged from the cave system, he saw the remains of a large fishing net caught up in the trees.

      “I’ve got it from here,” he said, reassuring the centaurs, and then sprinted into the jungle. It was raining again, and the trees shifted out of his way while bending their boughs to grant him cover. It only took a couple of minutes navigating the jungle before he found his quarry. Moving to stand on a rock, he scowled.

      “What do you think you are doing?” He addressed the massive dark-green bulb that had wedged itself between a pair of trees in an effort to hide. “Spit her out, Sweet Pea!”

      The Mandragora plant opened its blooms wide, disgorging a frightened centaur who gazed around in a panic. Mike moved to assist her, kneeling and making sure she hadn’t been hurt. Though she was unharmed, she stank of fish.

      “Thank you so much,” she said, her legs trembling. “I was so scared!”

      “You’ll be fine, but I wonder…” Mike looked up at the plant. “How many times have I said ‘no eating your handlers’?”

      The leaves on the Mandragora drooped, and he could feel alien waves of sadness touch the corners of his mind. The Mandragora was much smarter than regular trees but had a completely different thought process.

      “They’re not going to bring you any more fish if you keep doing this.”

      Another wave of emotions, followed by the taste of something coppery in his mouth. Puzzled, he looked down at the centaur, then back at Sweet Pea.

      “It says you have something tasty in your pockets,” he said, looking back at the centaur.

      “I shouldn’t, I made sure to empty them!” The centaur stuck her hands in the few pouches she wore, then groaned. She pulled her hand back out to reveal something that looked like dried fish.

      “What’s that?” Mike asked.

      “Ahi tuna jerky,” the centaur replied. “One of the merfolk was handing them out earlier. I didn’t get a chance to eat it.”

      “Let’s be more careful next time.” He took the jerky from the centaur and tossed it toward the Mandragora. A vine from the bud snatched it out of the air and dragged it away. Shortly after the fight with Francois, the Mandragora’s main bud had been spotted and moved here to act as a backup guardian. The plant was more than happy to eat anyone who managed to climb the mountainside. However, since the Mandragora was supposed to do this only as a backup plan, it meant the centaurs needed to feed it plenty of meat. “Can you walk?”

      “Yes, thank you.” The centaur allowed Mike to take her back to the cave. She walked in silence, clearly embarrassed and bothered by her close call with the plant. When they got back to the mountain, Zel was waiting for them, her arms crossed over her chest.

      “Is everything okay?” she asked, her voice stern.

      “It was my fault,” said the centaur. “I had food in my pockets that I forgot about.”

      Zel relaxed but only slightly. “I was worried,” she confessed. Even though moving the Mandragora benefited her tribe, Zel had still been worried about the new arrangement. Ever since Ratu and Pele had certified that there was a 0 percent chance of the Mandragora escaping the secret bog, her only real concern was for the handlers who fed it meat. “Thanks for taking care of it for me.”

      “I happened to be around.” Mike stopped in front of Zel and grinned. The centaur seemed to sense she was no longer needed, so trotted into the cave. “So, how’ve you been? It seems like I haven’t seen you that much lately.”

      “I’m almost as busy as the Caretaker these days.” Zel grinned at him, then lowered her gaze. Things had been a little tense between the two of them after Callisto’s return, but Mike recognized that as a function of nearly losing their child. It didn’t have anything to do with him. “Or so I’m told.”

      “Really? Me? Busy?” He chuckled. “Those are blatantly false rumors. I wouldn’t dream of being busy.”

      “So then you’ve just been avoiding me?” Zel smirked and took a step toward him.

      “I’ve been extremely busy,” Mike said, backpedaling. “Up until just now, that is.”

      The centaur laughed. “I’m aware I haven’t been…pleasant to be around. I’m still…processing what happened to Callisto.”

      Mike nodded but said nothing. It was the easiest way to make room for someone’s feelings, after all. He had gotten that little nugget of advice from a parenting book that had nothing to do with centaurs or arachne, but luckily kids were mostly the same no matter what species they were.

      “And I’ll admit I blamed you. Unfairly, by the way. Which made me mad at myself. And so the cycle continues.” Zel sighed and pulled something out of her pocket. “I was actually coming here to talk to you about something else but heard that Sweet Pea had eaten somebody.”

      “Technically, she was eating someone’s snack. She just forgot to unwrap it first. I’m going to have Amymone touch base with her and go over the rules again.” Even though Mike could speak with plants, it wasn’t with the same proficiency as a dryad. While the Mandragora’s main bulb was here in Hawaii, there was a network of special boxes built by Tink and the rats that allowed the root system to be kept safe both in the greenhouse and beneath Amymone’s tree. “So what did you want to talk about? I’ve got time right now.”

      Zel stepped closer, her hooves pawing nervously at the dirt. “After you got Callisto back, we never really talked about everything that happened. I was just so grateful he was alive. And then we had to bury our dead. The whole time I was standing there listening to my aunt administer final rites, all I could think was ‘I’m glad my son made it.’”

      “That’s really hard.” Mike took Zel’s hand. “It’s called survivor’s guilt, and I know what you mean.”

      The two of them exchanged a glance but said no more on the matter. They both had their reasons for feeling it.

      “Anyway, I threw myself into my tribe and my work, but we never really talked about it. You were true to your word, Mike. You went and got our son back. And after a few days, I felt guilty that I didn’t come see you sooner.” Zel sighed in frustration. “Sometimes I miss the simple days when it was just us and the forest.”

      “I mean…” Mike gestured at the woods. “That’s exactly what we’ve got here right now. Just you, me, and the trees.”

      Zel studied him with her beautiful brown eyes, then grinned and took a step forward. Mike heard the soft snap of a slap bracelet closing and realized Zel had taken their son’s enchanted bracelet for herself. By the time she stepped into his arms, her equine body had vanished, leaving her human below the waist.

      “I thought that only worked for Callisto,” he said.

      Zel chuckled. “So did I. But somehow, it worked on Grace. I had Ratu look into it. Apparently the enchantment has been altered.”

      “By who?”

      “That’s a good question.” Zel looked up into his eyes. “Callisto said Grace did something to it when they were taken, but he doesn’t know what. That doesn’t make a lot of sense, right? Who could have taught her how to do that?”

      Mike studied Zel’s face, but his mind was on his daughter. Being an arachne seemed to be the strangest thing about her, but that was just her appearance. What thoughts lurked in his quietest child? Her favorite stuffie was a possessed doll. She had cast a fireball spell using somebody’s wand. Was she some kind of magical savant?

      “I don’t think it matters,” he said. “What gave you the idea to try it for yourself?”

      Zel laughed. “Callisto did. He gave it to me a few minutes ago when I got here. Said there was some time left on it and I should come see you.”

      “We’ve got a good kid.” Mike tried not to laugh at the idea that Callisto was trying to be his wingman.

      “Do you think you could play our song again?” she asked as she pressed herself against him. “I want to dance with you.”

      Mike shook his head. “My current phone doesn’t have that song on it.” He had actually broken his last one during the fight with the kraken. Mike didn’t know if it was the ocean water, fighting the undead, or the magic lightning he fired from his body that had done it in. Either way, the warranty didn’t cover it. “But we don’t need music. We can just dance.”

      Zel gazed up at him, her slightly damp hair clinging to her forehead. “Maybe we can skip the dancing,” she said, her lips slightly parted. “I think this bracelet only has about ten minutes left on it, and there’s something I’ve wanted from you for a very long time.”

      She kissed him, and heat surged through his body as he took her in his arms. The magic did all the dancing for them, ricocheting back and forth between their bodies and playing musical tones. The leaves shifted, giving them more cover from the rain as Zel practically tackled him to the ground. She unbuttoned her sleeveless tunic, releasing her breasts. Drops of rain collected on her chest, then rolled down to form thin streams of water that fell from her large nipples. Mike lifted his head to catch it, his tongue sliding along her areola. When he sucked a nipple into his mouth, Zel gasped and shuddered.

      “I never get tired of that,” she said, then grabbed his trunks and slid them down until his cock popped free. Awkwardly, she lifted one leg over his waist and straddled him, then shifted her body so his rigid cock lay against the curve of her ass.

      When she tried to mount him, he grabbed her by the arms and pulled her down to kiss her instead. She squeaked in protest, then moaned into his mouth as his magic enveloped her. Zel placed her hands against his shoulders and rolled her hips, allowing his cock to slide along her wet slit. The air sizzled and popped as the magic connected them, and the centaur pushed herself free and grinned.

      Without another word, she arched her back and used one hand to guide his cock inside her, gasping as he pushed her open. Zel made cute, girlish noises as she forced herself onto his cock, her pussy gobbling it up an inch at a time.

      “You don’t have to rush it,” Mike said.

      “Eight minutes!” she gasped. “I’ve only got eight more minutes to get properly fucked!”

      “Well, when you put it that way.” Mike lifted his hands, energy crackling between his fingertips. He placed one hand on her hips and the other on her breast. “Let’s see if we can’t make up for lost time.”

      He released his magic, letting it pour through her. Zel sat up straight and screamed, then came so hard that she froze in place, her eyes locked on the sky. Water poured down her body, forming into a pool around them that sparkled with energy.

      Mike fought hard to keep her locked against his body as her hips jerked out of control. She cried out his name as he sat up and buried his face between her breasts. Zel hugged him tight, her heart beating so loud that he could hear it. He sent an additional current through her body, triggering another series of orgasms.

      “It’s so good,” she cried. “You feel so good!”

      “I love how you feel against me,” he mumbled between her breasts. When she came again, her fingers became claws that yanked his hair. He winced at the sensation, then made her come again.

      “I love…how you feel…inside me!” Zel was weeping now, all the pent-up emotion of the previous weeks flowing freely. This was no longer just about sex, or love, or even closure. It was about healing, and being reminded that they were still a team.

      A centaur popped through the tunnel, likely attracted by Zel’s screams. When he saw what was happening, he shot Mike a thumbs-up and galloped back inside the volcano.

      “More. More!” Zel was now clutching Mike so tight that he could barely move. His magic was dancing inside her, making her body shake with anticipation.

      “How much time do we have?” he asked.

      “Th…three minutes,” she gasped.

      “I can work with that.” Mike tilted her back until she was on the ground, then swung his legs around so he was now on top of her. “Don’t forget to breathe.”

      Zel cried out in joy as he fucked her, driving his length into her over and over. Golden motes of light now swirled above them, creating a vortex that reached up into the sky. Drops of water were pulled up after them, creating a swirling mass of water and lightning that made sounds like bells when they burst.

      “Oh gods,” Zel whimpered, then locked eyes with Mike. “I love you, Mike Radley.”

      “I love you, Zelenia of the Moon Tribe.” He grinned down at her, rain and sweat pouring from his face. A ray of sunlight illuminated Zel’s face, making her eyes sparkle. “I bet Ratu can make Callisto another bracelet.”

      “His parents need this one,” she said, then wrapped her legs around him. “I want to feel you come inside me, Mike. Fill me up.”

      “Are you sure?” he teased.

      “One minute,” she whispered.

      Mike sped up his pace, letting the magic roar through him. Zel emitted cries of joy when his cock flexed, expanded, then unloaded inside her. When the magic tried to bounce back and forth between them, he sped up the process and came inside her again. Both of them were screaming now as torrents of cum gushed out of Zel and mixed with the rainwater beneath them.

      “Ten,” Zel whimpered. “Nine. Eight.”

      Impressed by her time-keeping abilities, Mike grunted and flooded her one last time. Zel was in a daze as he slowly pulled out, his cock leaking cum and briefly sticking to her thighs. He could feel the magic of the bracelet cease functioning and moved out of the way as Zel’s body returned to normal. She rolled onto her side, gasping for air as her equine features returned.

      Mike smirked at the sight of his cum running out of her pussy and down her back legs. He moved around her front and slid his leg beneath her torso. Zel sighed and clutched him like a drowning man grabbing a life preserver.

      “I’ll never let you go,” she declared. “Not as long as I live.” A moment passed, and she sighed. “Metaphorically, I mean.”

      “I know.” He stroked her hair, which was now soaked and dirty from the ground. “This was nice.”

      “Maybe you can have music ready next time.” Zel giggled. “Do you think Kisa could teach me some dance moves?”

      “Oh, definitely.” Kisa stepped out of the shadows, clutching an umbrella. Zel actually jumped, her hind legs kicking a rock nearby and launching it into the jungle. “Didn’t mean to startle you. Felt Mike getting laid and wondered if he was fucking the plant is all.”

      “That was a one-time thing,” Mike declared. “And technically, it wasn’t Sweet Pea but her daughter, or whatever.”

      Kisa shrugged. “You wouldn’t be the first person in our house to fuck a vegetable.”

      Zel narrowed her eyes at the cat girl. “Who have you been talking to?”

      “I’d love to teach you some two-legged moves.” Kisa sauntered back toward the cave. “I’m also supposed to let you know that the luau will start at sunset.”

      Mike watched Kisa leave, then looked down at Zel. “Is that why the centaurs plant so many root vegetables?”

      “Eat my ass,” she muttered, her tail briefly lifting.

      “Now that would make quite a meal,” he replied, then moved out of the way so Zel could get up. “I don’t know that I’ve ever heard you speak that way before.”

      “You can blame Lily.” Zel rolled herself up and then stood. “Ugh, I’m all dirty now.”

      “Want to come down to the beach? You can rinse yourself off in the water.”

      Zel grinned. “Only if you promise to brush me after.”

      “Done.” He stuck out his hand, and she took it. They walked hand in hand back to the village, then down to the beach where the kids were now building a sandcastle. The merfolk and centaurs brought out tables, constructed from timber collected from Maui. Gradually, the others trickled in, either going for a swim or visiting with the centaurs. Mike had just finished brushing Zel when a familiar voice spoke to him from behind.

      “Is this Callisto’s mom?” Ingrid asked.

      “You must be Ingrid.” Zel narrowed her eyes at the mage.

      “I just wanted to apologize again.” Ingrid bowed her head. “For my part in everything. I see now that I’ve been wrong. For a long time anyway.”

      Zel’s tail twitched in annoyance, but the centaur nodded. “We believe in second chances around here,” she said. “Don’t waste yours.”

      “I won’t.” Ingrid looked at Mike. “Speaking of which, I won’t be staying for dinner. I appreciate the invitation.”

      “Why can’t you stay?”

      Ingrid looked at the people who had already gathered. “Honestly? This is beautiful. I wish I could be a part of it. But as you know, I’ve been questioned up and down by my superiors. There’s going to be a Council meeting soon, and it’s pretty much going to be an interrogation. The less I know about this place, and your family, the better. I really just came to say my goodbyes.”

      “I see.” Mike frowned. “Are you going to be okay?”

      “I’m not sure,” she replied. “I’m just now learning that I’ve never been okay. Assuming they don’t kill me off, I’ll probably retire from the Order and try to figure some things out for myself.”

      “Okay.” He patted Zel on the butt, and the centaur stepped away. “You know you can come to me if you need help, right?”

      Ingrid nodded. “Aurora has your number and Eulalie’s memorized. If things go south, she’ll give one of you a call and you can come rescue my ass.”

      “And we will.” Mike stuck out his hand. “Thanks for everything, Sister Ingrid.”

      “It’s just Ingrid now.” She took his hand and blushed. “Well, it will be, anyway. Um…well, bye.”

      The mage walked off stiffly, like her legs were a bit wobbly. A centaur escorted her out, taking her to whatever portal she had come in from. Mike wondered what was wrong with her but was distracted by the sound of Death shouting from the water.

      “I have done it, Mike Radley!” Death stood atop a surfboard carved from koa wood by the merfolk. The wave he had been riding was generated by a pair of mermaids who broke away from him as he glided up onto the sand. “Did you see me hang ten?”

      “I missed it,” he said. “Why don’t you show me?”

      This turned into surfing lessons with the merfolk as the sun set. When the luau started, Yuki arrived with magical mirrors that she set up on the sand so Naia and Amymone could see the party. The merfolk and centaurs took turns performing on the beach, followed up by a sizzling fire dance from none other than Pele herself. Her smoky dog companion wandered the tables, begging for food, which the kids were happy to provide.

      Mike sat at the table, with Leilani on one side and Callisto on the other. He stared out at the dark horizon and wondered what was in store for him next. With the events of the last week, he knew there was little chance they would be left alone for long. Who would come for them next? Would it be the Order again? It definitely wouldn’t be the SoS. Lily and Eulalie were seeing to that personally. But who else was waiting in the wings, eager to take from him all that he loved?

      “You thinking about our honeymoon?” asked Leilani.

      “Ew.” Callisto made a face at Leilani and grabbed his plate to leave. “Grown-up talk.”

      “No,” Mike confessed. “Just wondering what’s coming next is all.”

      “Hmm.” Leilani laid her head on his shoulder. “Well, you should know you have the might of the colony behind you, should you need it.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” He heard a cheer go up from a nearby table. Curious, he turned to see that the merfolk and centaurs had gathered around Tink, who was gobbling down smoked fish and kalua pork with both fists. It was clearly an eating competition, and her competitors, Asterion and Bigfoot, sat next to her, their eyes wide in disbelief as she shoveled food into her mouth. Kisa also stood nearby, her jaw hanging open.

      Feeling the need to intervene, Mike excused himself and jogged over. “Tink. Hey, Tink!” He had to shout to get the goblin’s attention. She had a handful of meat in both hands, which she stuffed into her maw. “What are you doing?”

      Tink chewed her food and swallowed. When she spoke, it was through meat-packed teeth. “Tink big hungry, win bet!” she declared.

      “There’s plenty of food, you can slow down,” he said. “You’re going to make yourself sick.”

      “Tink fine. Need big energy!” She leaped onto the table and patted her belly, which was already slightly distended from all the food. Bigfoot picked up his plate before the goblin could step in it.

      “Big energy for what?” Mike asked.

      Tink let out a whoop and jumped into his arms. When he caught her, she wrapped both arms around his neck and smooched his cheek, leaving a smear of sauce behind.

      “Tink have big surprise,” she whispered. “Finally get what Tink deserve.”

      “I still don’t follow.”

      Tink grinned, then hopped down and grabbed Mike’s hand. She placed it against her stomach. “Tink need big energy for baby,” she declared. Everyone standing nearby went silent.

      “Tink.” When Kisa spoke, she sounded sad. “That’s…you can’t…”

      Tink blew a raspberry at Kisa, then looked back at Mike. “Kitty cat say Tink can’t, but Tink already did.”

      “You’re pregnant?” Bewildered, Mike looked down at Tink’s belly. “But I thought…we couldn’t?” He had learned early on that he couldn’t get Tink pregnant because he was human and she was a goblin.

      “Tink make big Christmas wish,” she whispered. “Magic made happen.”

      “Gods,” he whispered in disbelief. “So this is real? We’re having a baby?”

      Tink smiled. “Husband get it now. Always a bit slow, but cute butt,” she teased.

      Mike cried out in joy and scooped up his goblin wife. Everyone standing nearby cheered, which caused others to come and ask about the news. Tink reveled in all the attention, then declared she needed to get back to devouring everything in sight. Both Bigfoot and Asterion bowed out of the impromptu eating contest as Tink gobbled her way through most of an entire pig.

      Mike couldn’t be happier for the two of them. As he watched his beautiful goblin eat by torchlight, he couldn’t help but notice that some of her crimson hair looked gray in the fire’s light.

      ---

      The Council chambers were built much like that of any governing body, circular in shape with a large, flat panel on one wall that acted as a screen for the projectors. The chambers were like a small amphitheater with comfortable seats and large tables for those who attended. Alexandros Laskaris sat toward the back of the room, his fingers steepled together as he looked upon the images above with intense interest.

      The governing body of the Order had pulled together for an emergency session. It had been nearly two weeks since the eruption in Maui, and the Order and US government were working overtime to hide the details of what had happened from the general public. This was easily the biggest disaster in Order history, and Alexandros wasn’t entirely certain how they would move past it.

      The list of things to cover up was enormous. Cell phone footage of the undead surging up from the sea. More footage of ancestral spirits guiding people to safety. A kaiju-sized corpse floating in the South Pacific. Hundreds of thousands of corpses in various states of decay. The evidence was immense, and that didn’t include the small fleet that had been destroyed in battle, or the fact that the USS Arizona had risen from its watery grave to sail to Maui’s defense, only to return later in the afternoon. Congressional hearings were already underway, but both sides were blaming each other, which was giving the Order more time to hide the evidence.

      In a panic, one of the upper-level members of the Order had sent out a burn team to destroy the evidence at all costs and blame the damage on the eruption. During the mass burn, the team had run afoul of Pele, a local deity. That team was now missing, and the man who had sent out the command had disappeared under mysterious circumstances.

      Alexandros wasn’t worried about that last detail. After all, he was the one who had secretly arranged the man’s assassination. A faction had emerged that thought burning it all to the ground might not be going far enough. Realizing extremism had reared its ugly head, Alexandros had felt it prudent to eliminate the fringe element immediately. Cutting the head off a snake before it realized it had a body was the best solution to such a problem.

      “As you can see, we’re dealing with a disinformation campaign of unprecedented scale.” Master Piero, a balding mage in his late sixties, looked up at the screens from a podium in the middle of the chamber. “In the last week, we’ve managed to discredit the invasion footage by claiming it’s from an unreleased film a studio canceled for tax reasons. This, of course, was released by a disgruntled CGI artist who is mad that their hard work won’t ever be appreciated. Yes, there’s been pushback from the survivors of the attack, but their only allies right now are conspiracy theorists, so public opinion is on our side.” Piero clicked through some of the images. Luckily, Captain Francois’s forces hadn’t been zombies or any type of undead with infectious properties. “The kraken in the bay has been far harder to explain, however. There are plenty of private citizens who captured their own footage, so we have one team claiming it’s a PR stunt for the new Godzilla movie coming out next year.”

      “That’s convenient,” said a woman in the back of the chamber.

      “Not really.” Piero frowned. “There wasn’t one coming out next year, so now we’re in talks with our branch in Japan to grease some palms and make it happen. It’ll be costly, but it’s the only plan we’ve got.”

      Alexandros shook his head. The men and women in the chamber had well over a thousand years of collective knowledge, but they were acting no better than children trying to hide the mess they made before their parents came home. There were people on the Council who weren’t even past forty, yet another result of whoever (or whatever) had been hunting down their ranks.

      Images of the USS Arizona appeared on-screen, and the room went silent. The ship had returned to its resting place, but the memorial itself had been damaged during the ship’s transit. The perpetually leaking oil now pumped out at a higher volume, staining the shoreline.

      “This and the destruction of the naval fleet have been much harder to hide. I’m afraid far too many people saw the Arizona rise from the seafloor. Right now, we’re playing the angle that this was an event similar in nature to the Philadelphia Experiment. This has pulled the conspiracists over to our side in the public domain, so now they’re doing most of the work for us. The official word from Naval Command was that this was a failed test of experimental technology that resulted in the tragic deaths of thousands of men and women. A few people at the top fell on their swords for it, but they were well compensated.”

      A man in the back raised his hands. “Can you remind me what happened during the Philadelphia Experiment?”

      Piero sighed and rubbed a hand over the top of his head. “That was a joint operation with the US government involving a potential incursion. They thought it would be a good idea to use tech developed by Nikola Tesla to figure out how we could potentially attack the Others on their home turf. The results were disastrous, and parts of it were leaked.”

      Alexandros rubbed his temples. We’re a gross parody of ourselves, he thought. Some of the Council members were administrators with no practical experience, elevated to their seats solely because of their age alone. Sadly, there were no better candidates to be had.

      “So that’s where we stand on cleanup efforts. The island itself is considered a disaster zone, and we’ve kicked most of the residents out until we can rebuild.”

      “What of the merfolk?” asked Master Liana, a mage in her seventies. “Have we heard back from them yet?”

      Piero nodded. “We have. Their colony splintered after the attack. It seems that there was a power struggle regarding the merfolk helping this…Caretaker, and when the plan succeeded, a large number of them decided it was time for a change in leadership.”

      “Where did they go?”

      Piero shrugged. “We have no idea. But we do know that they took Paradise with them.”

      Susurrations filled the chamber as Piero tapped the screen on his podium and turned to face the screen. Images of Paradise appeared, followed by a map of Maui. He used a laser pointer to draw a circle along the coastline.

      “It used to be here,” he said. “Hidden behind a magical field to avoid detection. But now it simply isn’t. The night after the attack, it disappeared. When we asked the merfolk about it, we were gently reminded that the land was theirs to begin with.”

      “So send a ground team,” said Hitashi, a retired Knight in the front row. The man had been pulled out of retirement, and had the attitude to match.

      “We did. It’s gone. It’s like someone scooped it up and stitched the two pieces of the coast together.” Piero waited for the muttering to die down, then cleared his throat. “Look, folks, I won’t mince words. This event may be the beginning of the end of hiding magic from the public. No amount of smoke and mirrors is going to cancel out what thousands of people experienced in person. This is the day and age of information, and we simply can’t keep up anymore.

      “But enough about the mess we’re cleaning up. The real reason we need to speak today is regarding this man right here.” Piero tapped his screen, and a dossier sheet appeared. In the upper right corner was a picture of a man who looked like he had stepped out of a Hollywood movie. “Mike Radley, known to the merfolk as the Caretaker.”

      “What kind of creature is he?” asked Hitashi.

      “That’s just it. He’s human.” Piero scanned the chambers. “A few years ago, the man vanished after inheriting a house near the East Coast. He started amassing an Order dossier shortly after, but it consisted mostly of rumors. We’ve been piecing some of it together based on research one of our field teams did prior to the incident.”

      “How did he get involved again?” asked Liana.

      “He owns the property where the dragon came from.” Piero tapped his pad, and an earth dragon appeared on-screen, the image from one of the Navy’s drones. “We brought him in to assist us with an incident involving the merfolk. He was the catalyst for this entire event.”

      “Doesn’t look scary,” said a man Alexandros had never met. He wore a suit that was too large along with a poorly tied necktie. The man had even set his unfolded sword up on the table.

      “And he isn’t, if reports are to be believed. He’s some kind of incubus, but not one capable of mind control, before any of you ask. The real problem is them.” Piero tapped the pad several times, and the screen came to life with video footage and still images of different women, all of them cryptid in nature. Video footage of a kitsune freezing an entire bay, screenshots of a succubus tearing the head off an undead tourist, a gargoyle punching her way through the side of a building. The chamber filled with muttering as these shots were displayed over the course of several minutes.

      “Who are they?” asked Liana.

      “According to Sister Ingrid, his family.” Piero tapped the screen a few more times, and a satellite image of a naked woman near the summit of Haleakalā appeared. It looked like she was calling down lightning. “I would like to remind everyone that Sister Ingrid is currently undergoing a mental assessment due to the trauma of the event.”

      Alexandros realized he was now sitting on the edge of his seat. The footage itself was intoxicating but not because of the cryptids on display. No, it was the way they worked together as a group. They had worked as one big team to dismantle the threat Captain Francois had brought to the island, saving thousands of lives in the process. Piero spoke of magical portals, spirits brought back from the dead, and other feats that had people in the chambers muttering aloud. Alexandros became lost in thought, wondering what else the man was capable of.

      “So it is based on this information alone that I suggest we officially classify Mike Radley as a tier 1 threat.” Piero looked out at the chambers, and Alexandros sat up suddenly in his seat.

      “Wait, why are we classifying this man?” He felt bad that he had clearly missed part of the discussion, but the room was already full of idiots. One more wouldn’t be notable.

      “Because he presents a clear danger to the Order. Or have you forgotten about the failed mission at his home?” Piero touched his pad, filling the screen above with images from the Radley household and a top secret facility that the Order had investigated after their mercenary team disappeared. “His people slaughtered our own.”

      “I thought that was because we overstepped.” Alexandros frowned and looked at Master Liana. “Director Mohan decided to target the man’s family based on a personal issue from decades past. Someone from your team told me this.”

      Master Liana nodded. “That’s true,” she said, turning to Piero. “I don’t know that the man needs his own threat level because of a failed militant action on our part.”

      “Well, that’s just it. How do we know he won’t retaliate?” Piero crossed his arms.

      Alexandros looked at his own pad and began clicking through documents. “I do believe we have testimony from Sister Ingrid saying he won’t. He just wants to be left alone.”

      Piero snorted. “Don’t they all?”

      “If we classify him, then we can take him out.” Hitashi yawned, then sat up straight in his seat. “If he really has this much power available to him, he either needs to be on our side or ten feet underground.”

      “This action lacks precedent. Even if we vote on this matter, there is no evidence of wrongdoing on his part.” Alexandros jabbed a finger in Piero’s direction. “You would need unanimous consent from this chambers, and you certainly won’t get mine.”

      “Nor mine,” Master Liana added.

      “I don’t need it.” Piero tapped the pad again, and the images shifted once more. The screenshots displayed Mike Radley and members of his household dragging the director away from what was left of Paradise. “According to witness testimony, the Caretaker took Director Mohan into custody. Kidnapping a member of the Order puts that under the jurisdiction of the local director, who was taken. Therefore, we go up to regional leadership.”

      “Which would be me,” said Hitashi. “I say we burn him at the stake.”

      “Look, we—” Alexandros went silent as the chambers went dark. When the lights came back on, a woman in a regal gown stood in the middle of the Council chambers, all four of her arms crossed in front. Her hair was the color of sunshine on a wheat field, and when he looked into her eyes, his heart was filled with the memories of his youth.

      Piero drew a wand and pointed it at the woman, but it turned to smoke in his fingers. Hitashi put a hand on his desk to leap over it but tumbled when his hand melted into the desk, his flesh fusing with the wood.

      “I will make this brief,” said the newcomer, her voice like the clashing of silver bells. “I am the Queen of the Fae, and I have come personally to deliver a gift.”

      She raised one of her hands and snapped a finger. Instantly, the floor of the Council chambers was filled with men and women in green-and-gold tunics who stood at attention, their eyes locked forward. Several people rose, ready for battle, when Liana got up from her seat.

      “Stand down,” she cried, turning to face the Council. “Stand down, these are our people!”

      Alexandros took his hand away from the hilt of his blade and stared at the group on the floor in awe. He did recognize some of the people down there, but only vaguely.

      “Correction. They were your people.” The queen of the fae gestured at the men and women. “Since they’ve been in my care, I have had them properly trained. You see before you the finest fighting force the mortal world has to offer.”

      “That man isn’t one of us.” Hitashi was turned awkwardly, his hand still melded with his table. He pointed at a man with no hair and military tattoos on his bare arms.

      The queen shrugged. “This one may have been a mercenary. It can be hard to tell you apart.” She raised her chin to look down at Piero. “But I have brought them here as an offering.”

      “What? Recompense?” Piero blinked.

      “Hmm.” The queen looked up at the screen and snapped another finger. A picture of Mohan appeared, his features strained with great pain as he aged before their very eyes. “You see, one of your number broke the rules of hospitality and directly harmed some of my citizens.”

      “Oh fuck,” Alexandros muttered under his breath as he rubbed his jaw. He quickly texted his servant Basil, then set his phone down on the table.

      “Hospitality?” Piero blinked in confusion.

      “Does this one speak for you all?” The queen smirked and addressed the chambers. “I would prefer to speak to whoever is in charge.”

      “That would be me,” said Piero. He held up a tiny wooden hammer, which he hadn’t used yet. “I have the gavel.”

      Alexandros slapped himself on the forehead and quickly rose, his chair sliding back and away from him.

      “He does not speak for me, Your Majesty.” He glanced over at Master Liana, who nodded and also rose.

      “Nor me, Your Majesty.” Liana looked at the rest of the chambers. “This is supposed to be a meeting of equals, he was addressing the chambers is all.”

      “Interesting. Even now, you fail to be united.” The fae queen turned to face Piero. “Such dissension in your chambers, yet you simply stand there like a rabbit before the fox.”

      Piero mopped the sweat off his forehead, then stood up straight. “I am in charge of this meeting,” he said, his face pale but his cheeks bright red. “So you will speak to me.”

      “Very well.” The queen studied him for a moment, then turned to the chambers. Above her, Mohan’s face stretched out in a silent scream. Alexandros wondered if this was actual footage of the man or simply an illusion.

      “I demand to know the meaning of this.” Piero jerked his thumb at the screen. “If you have our director, then I must insist⁠—”

      “He’s quite dead.” The queen’s lips quirked up into a smile.

      Piero and some others gasped. “You killed him?”

      The queen smiled. “He died of old age under my care.”

      “Impossible.” Piero opened his mouth to speak again, and butterflies flew out from between his lips. He gasped and choked as the insects kept coming, preventing him from taking a breath.

      “Are you calling me a liar?” she asked, her tone like a blade being unsheathed.

      “We mortals are prone to emotional outbursts,” said Master Liana, her fingers twitching by her side. “It may not have been an accusation, Your Majesty, but disbelief expressed out loud.”

      Choking on insects, Piero pointed at Liana and gave a thumbs-up. Almost immediately, the flow of insects ceased. Above the Council, the small cloud of butterflies fluttered about in confusion.

      “I have brought these mortals to assist you in the days ahead. I believe it prudent to both our interests, as recent events have made it perfectly clear that warriors will be needed on this side of the veil.” The queen gestured toward a woman who stood at attention. “They have spent nearly fifteen of your years in the fae lands, their minds and bodies sharpened like razors. After their poor performance at the Radley household, I saw fit to have them properly trained.”

      “And this is all our people?” asked Liana. “From the Radley house?”

      “The ones who survived their training, anyway.” The queen grinned. “The fae lands can be quite…detrimental to mortal life.”

      A door at the top of the chambers burst open, and Basil, Alexandros’s personal servant, came storming in, his face red from exertion. Upon seeing the fae queen, the man paused to collect himself, then walked down the stairs toward Alexandros with a tray in his hands. He set the tray down and whispered in his employer’s ear.

      “What is the meaning of this?” asked the queen, a diabolical glint in her eye.

      “A proper welcome, Your Majesty.” Alexandros picked up the tray and then moved toward the stairs. “If I may?”

      The queen tilted her head in approval. Alexandros walked down the stairs, carrying the tray carefully so as not to spill the goblet. He stopped just before the queen and then picked up the chalice.

      “If I had known you were coming, I would have been a better host and offered you something sooner. Though I am not in charge of these proceedings, I do bid you welcome and offer you this courtesy.” He handed the goblet to the queen, who took it. “It is a honey mead, Your Majesty, from my personal reserve. One of my favorites.”

      “Is he serious right now?” asked Hitashi. Liana glared daggers at the man.

      “Also, I would like to give you this.” Alexandros undid the necklace he wore and offered it to the queen. “It is a lapis lazuli that has been in my family for generations and holds much sentimental value to me.”

      “Master Alexandros, I—” Piero held back whatever he was about to say as one of the queen’s hands rose and she turned to look at him.

      “At least one of you has manners. I accept the mead, Master Alexandros, but am curious about the necklace.”

      “While my dealings with the fae have been few, I have done my best to uphold the old traditions. Please consider it a gift,” Alexandros replied, relying on years of training and stories from the Old World. “Freely given.”

      The necklace disappeared from his hands and reappeared in the queen’s fist. She examined the copper pendant with the inlaid lapis and smiled.

      “It really has been in your family for some time. I can still smell the salt of the sea in your father’s hair off it.” The queen appraised him for a moment, then nodded. “I accept your gift, Master Alexandros.”

      He bowed his head, then looked at Piero, trying to convey just how serious the situation was. The man was practically shaking now.

      “If you don’t mind,” Alexandros continued, raising his empty hands, “I would prefer to be the one who addresses you for the assembly from this point on.”

      “But doesn’t he have the gavel?” asked the queen. Alexandros looked past her at Piero, who hastily tossed over the wooden instrument.

      “It looks like I have it now,” Alexandros said, holding it up between two fingers to avoid looking like he held a weapon.

      “Good.” She turned to address the chambers. “These men and women will walk through fire on your command. They will not lie, nor will they betray you. They are a clean slate, one you should use wisely. However, should you give them an order contrary to the safety of my people, they will immediately slaughter the one who gave the command.”

      “And what are the terms of such a wonderful gift?” asked Alexandros.

      “Freely given,” replied the queen. She snapped her fingers, and the screen went blank. “In regard to your director, it would seem any claim you have on the Radley household is unsubstantiated and would be a violation of your own rules.” She turned to look at Piero. “Though, I suspect many of them have been bent or broken as of late.”

      Piero swallowed so hard that Alexandros thought he may vomit.

      “Furthermore, my kind has established an agreement of sanctuary on Mike Radley’s land. Even now, many of them are moving back into the homes that your people destroyed.”

      “Our…apologies, Your Majesty.” Piero stammered over the words. Liana actually turned white.

      “Well, now.” The queen grinned at Alexandros. “I guess it’s a good thing he no longer speaks for all of you.”

      Alexandros swallowed the lump in his throat. “Would this sanctuary be located at his home?”

      “It would.” The queen grinned, her teeth suddenly sharp. “Don’t misunderstand me, Master Alexandros. Mike Radley does not lie within my protection. But there are members of his household who are still my children. I molded them from the ether myself that they could serve my court for all eternity. Per a separate agreement, they work with the Caretaker yet still remain under my care.” She slid a finger up Alexandros’s chest, the fabric parting as if cut by a scalpel. “Should harm come to them on behalf of the people in this room, I will unleash the Unseelie Court on this place and personally reward whoever can show you the most cruelty.”

      When the queen said “Unseelie,” the lights flickered and the sound of laughing children filled the room. Alexandros held perfectly still, trying not to look down at his torn shirt.

      “And so I have spoken,” she said, then the lights flickered once more, and she was gone. Piero was missing as well, the man’s shoes the only reminder that he had ever been there.

      The Council chambers erupted, and several members tried to free Hitashi. Master Liana left the room with a small entourage, throwing a meaningful glance at Alexandros before she exited. Alexandros let out a sigh of relief and set the gavel down on the podium. He looked at the empty shoes on the floor and shuddered.

      “Never apologize to the fae,” he muttered, unsure what fate the man now had in store. By doing so, Piero had inadvertently taken the fall for what happened at the Radley house.

      The returned soldiers held perfectly still as they were questioned, but none of them answered. Alexandros went back to his seat, where Basil stood, then nodded his approval.

      “I appreciate your speed,” he said.

      “Of course, sir.” Basil grinned. “I do wish they’d quit putting in more stairs every year though.”

      Alexandros chuckled, then looked at his tablet, still open and displaying data related to the Radleys. He stared at it for a long moment, then turned it off.

      “Find me Sister Ingrid,” he said. “I would speak to her personally about these matters.”

      “Oh?” Basil raised an eyebrow. “Will this be in an official capacity?”

      “For now. I want to learn more about Mike Radley and his family.” Alexandros turned to look at who was left in the Council chambers. Even now, someone was using a knife to slice away the skin on Hitashi’s hand. “If we don’t act soon, we won’t have anything proper to raise from the ashes. If the queen of the fae is giving us soldiers, something big is coming.”

      “I see.” Basil lowered his voice. “Is there anything else I can do for you, sir?”

      “Only what I’ve asked.” Alexandros picked up his phone and put it in his pocket. He needed to make a call but not yet. “Have Sister Ingrid meet me in my office.”

      Basil bowed his head, then turned to leave. Alexandros heard a terrible ripping sound and turned to see that Hitashi was now free, his hand and forearm bleeding profusely as healers tried to put him back together. Sighing out of pity, Alexandros looked down at the fae-trained soldiers on the Council floor. Already, somebody was suggesting they be executed, just in case they were some kind of Trojan horse.

      “You,” he said, pointing to the closest soldier. “Have everybody fall in line and come with me.”

      The motionless soldiers snapped to attention as the first one spun in place and said a single word in a language he had never heard. Moving in unison, they followed Alexandros up the steps and out of the Council chambers as the others gawked. He led them to one of the training rooms and ordered them to make themselves comfortable until he returned to take them to his fortress.

      Satisfied, he returned to his office and found Basil standing there with a beleaguered young woman. Alexandros introduced himself to Ingrid as his servant left, locking the door behind him. They spoke at length, and it immediately became apparent to him that Ingrid was protecting Mike Radley along with his family. Something had changed on a fundamental level for the young woman, and he couldn’t be happier to see it.

      Realizing this was who he wanted, he summoned Basil back. When the butler returned, Alexandros ordered the man to prepare transport for the fae warriors along with Sister Ingrid back to his home. Confused, Ingrid allowed Basil to lead her away, leaving Alexandros by himself. He pulled the phone from his pocket and dialed a number from memory. When it clicked on the other end, the recipient said nothing, waiting for the code phrase.

      “The wolf hunts to feed its belly, never for glory,” he said. He could almost hear his daughter relax. “I’m coming to meet you in a couple days.”

      “Is everything okay?” Tasia asked.

      “Things are complicated.” Alexandros gazed out a window overlooking the courtyard where younger mages were training. Their instructor looked like she was no older than twenty-five. “But I think I may have just found you a new partner.”

      ---

      The Curator stood on the porch of the old plantation home, his eyes on the sun as it set over the forest. The world had gone silent as it always did when he was around. Sometimes, he missed the simple beauty of something as casual as birdsong or even the nighttime serenade of crickets.

      However, being deprived of simple things gave him more room to properly appreciate the complex ones. Casting stolen eyes upward at the sky, he could still picture the telltale cracks left behind by the outsiders over the island of Maui, their hungry gazes on the Caretaker as the man had so casually dismantled a kraken of all things. The only reason the Curator had noticed was because he had deliberately been scrying the skies above the eruption to see if the outsiders would make another appearance. To his surprise and delight, they had.

      There had been plenty of surprises on that fateful day, but there had not been ample time to appreciate them. With the Order, the military, and gods knew who else on their way to investigate, the Curator and Legion had boxed up Amir and traveled home via private jet. Even taking off had been a chore, as the runway had been choked up with hundreds of corpses that had simply fallen down when Captain Francois had died.

      The man had been a useful pawn but a fool. If he had stuck to the plan, then there was a good chance he would have killed off the Caretaker and been done with it. Alas, the director’s past involving the naga of the Radley house had been an unexpected twist, one that had resulted in Francois making his move far too early.

      At least, that was how the Curator saw it. He watched the sun descend past the tree line, then walked down the steps toward the old barn. It was time to get busy, and he did his best work at night, his faculties sharpened as a result of the vampire DNA flowing through his blood. Sure, there were some traits of vampirism that he found rather exasperating, but at least he had been able to dial down the worst of it, such as the genetic obsessive compulsions.

      The old barn door creaked when he opened it. Sniffing the air, he took a look around to make sure nobody had passed through recently. Pleased that nothing had changed, he opened the secret door beneath one of the stalls that took him to the basement he had installed here back in the late 1800s. Secret structures really were best utilized after the people who had designed and built them for you had died of old age.

      Down in the concrete depths, he winced when his captives cried out, a couple of them screaming at him out of rage or fear; it was hard to tell which. He pushed open the door to one of the cells to reveal a young woman who cowered against the opposite wall.

      “Please,” she begged, but there was nothing she could say that he hadn’t heard a thousand times before. He seized her with one hand and inspected her face to make sure it had fully healed from her abduction. Whistling a tune to himself, he dragged the girl down the hall to the operating room. When she saw the table with the straps on it, she broke her wrist trying to get away from him. As he held her in place, she bit and scratched him, but he didn’t deign to retaliate. Reacting to such a thing was beneath him.

      That, and he might accidentally damage what he had come for.

      Her eyes grew wide when she saw him pull his scalpel kit from a nearby cabinet, the blades glistening beneath the halogen light. He double-checked her restraints and then moved over to the wall where he had set up a turntable.

      “I believe some Vivaldi is in order.” The Curator picked up one of his records and turned to the woman on the table. “I do adore The Four Seasons.”

      “What do you want from me?” she asked, tears streaming down her face.

      “You personally?” The Curator shrugged, then set the record on the player. When it was up to speed, he lowered the needle and sighed as the violins of the first movement of “Spring,” Allegro, played their opening notes. Turning around, he moved toward the scalpel kit and examined the blades beneath the light. “Nothing. You’re just here because I need the parts.”

      Her screams didn’t last long; he saw to that. When he had what he needed, he set the compilation of flesh and bone in a padded cooler and then left the operating room. He walked down the long hall where his patient waited for him. The feminine form on the table was silent as he entered the room, as was the shadowy figure behind her. Machinery softly beeped, indicating this woman was still alive.

      “As promised,” said the Curator, opening the cooler and then holding up the skull and accompanying tissue he had just acquired. Sitting down at a nearby stool, he began the delicate process of properly rebuilding Sarah’s face. It had taken a couple of weeks to prepare her for this, as the damage had been quite extensive. The real difficulty had been the burned tissue left behind. Fixing that had been a lot like unscrambling an egg, but he did enjoy a good challenge. He wasn’t sure if it had been magic or simply blind rage that had kept Sarah alive all this time, but would be sure to ask once she could communicate again.

      The shadow watched as the Curator molded fresh bone into place, the tissue folding beneath his fingers like clay. Hours passed as he reattached skin, using a combination of sutures and magic. By the time he was done, her face was swollen and unrecognizable but would eventually become otherwise unremarkable. He leaned over her and inspected his handiwork, then nodded in satisfaction.

      “Once she recovers, I’ve got a pair of donors lined up for her ears and eyes.” The Curator brushed what was left of Sarah’s hair from her face. Most of it had burned in the fire. “By the end of the month, your daughter will be ready to walk among us once more.”

      Elizabeth’s shadow made a hissing noise like hot grease in a pan. The Curator wasn’t entirely certain if he was actually interacting with the woman herself or a chunk of her magic that had become imbued with her will to see her daughter survive. It honestly didn’t matter. Though he had an academic interest, even this version of Elizabeth was worth far more to him than what he could gain by taking her apart.

      “I’ll be back tomorrow evening,” he said, then stood and left. Elizabeth’s shadow made a burbling sound in his direction but continued to stand guard over Sarah’s new body. The Curator walked back to the house, then paused to contemplate the first rays of daybreak.

      “I suppose I’d better check on my other patient.” He walked into the plantation house and went to one of the bedrooms on the second floor. Inside, Amir was strapped to a chair, his unseeing eyes focused out the window and a gag in his mouth. The Curator popped the gag and crouched in front of Amir.

      “Surgery was a success today. Hopefully Sarah is more careful with this face than the last one.” The Curator paused to lick blood off his fingers, then recoiled at the taste. “I can’t wait to speak with her about the arachne who did this.”

      “My…ly.”

      “Indeed.” The Curator sighed and moved to the window. His current situation was hardly dire, but with Legion out running errands for him, he was rather disappointed by the lack of quality conversation. Looking at the woods, he thought on the problem of the Caretaker and how he might resolve it. A frontal assault on the house was suicide, plain and simple. Luring the man out could work, but what could possibly drag him away from the comfort and safety of his home?

      “My…ly,” offered Amir.

      “Yep, that’s right. Your Lily.”

      “My…my…” Amir’s voice raised an octave, and the Curator turned to face him with curiosity.

      “Oh? Is something on your mind?” It was a horrible joke, considering the fact that Amir’s brain was still visible. Every day, it gained a few more molecules. At this rate, he would be ambulatory in a couple of years.

      “My…my…my!” Amir’s eyes went wide, and his jaw twitched as he chewed on the word. “My! My!”

      “I guess we’ll need the paralytic again.” Disappointed, the Curator reached into the pocket of his enormous coat to retrieve the sedative. Listening to Amir mutter endlessly about his succubus had been annoying, but at least he had been quiet about it.

      “MY…EEEK! MY…EEEEEK!” Amir was now yelling so loud that spit leaped from his mouth. “MY…EEEEK! RADLEEEEEY! MIY EEEK RRRRRADLEY!”

      “Huh.” The Curator watched as Amir screamed the Caretaker’s name over and over again for several minutes, his vocal cords breaking down from the strain. All this time, he had thought Amir had been hung up on a demon, but this?

      Well, this was far more interesting. It showed that there were higher thought processes involved, that Amir knew exactly who was the reason for his sad, sorry state.

      Still, the Curator didn’t feel like listening to it. He injected Amir with the paralytic anyway.

      ---

      Cyrus sat in the gazebo, his eyes on the children in the front yard. Grace was busy dangling from a metallic jungle gym structure, while Callisto tried to scale it from beneath in his human form. The little centaur slipped and fell, but his sister grabbed him with one hand.

      “Stay,” she said, casually raising him so he could grab the bar next to hers.

      “No stay. Lunch.” Mike came out of the house with a tray covered in food. “I made you two some hot dogs.”

      Grace dropped from the jungle gym and face-planted on the ground. Cyrus let out a deep-throated laugh at the sight of it. The little arachne wasn’t hurt in the slightest; this was some weird game she had come up with. She remained motionless for several seconds and then hopped up and scurried toward the table in the gazebo, where Mike set out their food.

      “Not dead!” she declared, pumping her fists in the air while standing on the railing of the gazebo.

      “Go wash your hands,” Mike said, then looked at his son. “You too.”

      “Aw, man.” Callisto sulked off toward the house. Grace hissed at Mike, then followed her brother inside. Cyrus smiled at them both, then leaned back in his seat, placing both hands behind his head.

      The leaves in the front yard were just starting to turn yellow. The cool air of fall had finally permeated the boundary of the geas, causing the local fauna to shift. Small colonies of brownies, gnomes, and other tiny fae living in the hedge maze had spent the last week preparing their homes for winter. Some would batten down the hatches and ride it out, while others would migrate back to their world, where it was much warmer. Up above, it was overcast. If Cyrus had to guess, it would probably rain later in the afternoon.

      “How are you feeling today?” asked Mike.

      “A bit restless is all.” Cyrus had been feeling a bit down the last month, which bothered him. Ever since being allowed inside Mike Radley’s home, he had become a part of the family in a lot of ways. Cecilia and Sulyvahn had warmed to him almost immediately, and Reggie had been thrilled to have a new chess player in the house. Dana had been oddly absent, but she spent almost all her time in that strange observatory of hers. Cyrus kept thinking he would drop by for a visit but just never seemed to find the time. The days and nights were often a blur, and he wouldn’t have it any other way.

      “Ah, there you two are.” Death came out of the house with a tray of tea. The reaper walked along the porch and down to the gazebo, a wooden cup in his hands. “I have just gotten back from my first surf lesson with the mermaids.”

      “How did it go?” asked Cyrus.

      “Swimmingly.” Death let his jaw hang open in a parody of laughter. Mike reached over to fist-bump the reaper.

      “I don’t know who’s worse.” Cyrus shook his head in disgust. “What are you drinking?”

      “Poi.” Death sipped at the concoction. “Pele made it herself.”

      “You’ve been hanging out with Pele?” Mike raised an eyebrow. “I haven’t seen her in a few days. Where has she been?”

      “Rebuilding Maui from the inside. Ever since it erupted, she’s had to redo the magma chambers beneath the islands. This would have been a lot more difficult, but ever since the Maui Incident, she has more believers than ever.”

      “We don’t talk about the Maui Incident,” said both Mike and Cyrus at the same time. In truth, the Maui Incident was often discussed, but it was part of some inside joke Cyrus didn’t have all the details on.

      Death chuckled, then held out his cup. “Would you like to try some?”

      “No, thanks.” Cyrus patted his belly, which pressed against the inside of his coat. The soft fabric rustled like leaves. “I’m still full from breakfast.”

      “I see.” Death looked over at Mike. “Poi?”

      “Sure.” Mike took a sip from the cup. “Hey, that’s pretty good.”

      “Of course it is. Why would I ever…” Death trailed off as the front door of the house opened, and an arachne emerged. Cyrus felt the hair on the back of his neck stand on end as a distance created by decades crumbled to dust. The mirror image of Ana Rae, the arachne he had once hunted, stepped through the doorway, ducking her head to avoid the frame. Mike and Death watched her walk to the gazebo, holding Grace’s hand. When the two of them arrived, Grace broke away from the larger arachne and patted the arm of Cyrus’s seat.

      “Papa Cyrus,” she said, then snagged a hot dog off the table and shoved it in her mouth, smearing ketchup across her face.

      “I see.” The arachne cleared her throat, then did a strange sort of curtsy. “It’s nice to meet you, Master Cyrus.”

      “Eulalie.” Cyrus recognized her voice right away, his heart pounding. “The Rat Queen.”

      There was an awkward pause, which Eulalie followed up with a nod. “I just wanted to say, um…I know it was you who hunted my parents.”

      “Yes, it was.” Cyrus sat forward in his chair, his thoughts drifting. “It’s not something I’m particularly proud of.”

      Eulalie looked at Mike, then Death. The reaper looked confused for a moment, then looked over his shoulder.

      “Do you want me to leave?” he asked.

      “No, sorry, this is just…weird.” Eulalie cleared her thoughts and turned her attention back to Cyrus. He noticed she didn’t quite look him in the eye. “You can probably guess the reason I never revealed myself to you. Obviously this is…complicated.” She indicated her body with a hand. “And I’m sorry I didn’t come visit you sooner.”

      Cyrus chuckled, scratching at his beard nervously. “Yeah, well, I didn’t make it easy for you, did I?”

      Again, an awkward pause, then Eulalie bowed her head. “I know this might not mean anything, but…” She cleared her throat a couple of times, and then Mike put his hand on her arm. When she looked up at him, he nodded and took her by the hand.

      “Am I missing something?” Cyrus was confused.

      “I forgive you. If my parents were here, they would forgive you too. You tried to kill them, but it was a long time ago. Because of you, my family gets to live on, I…” Eulalie turned her attention to Grace, who had grabbed another hot dog and was eating it. Callisto tried to come outside, but a green hand grabbed his shoulder and dragged him back in.

      “Aunt Tink,” he whined as the door shut.

      “Anyway, Grace is all I have left. I mean, yeah, everyone here is nice too, but Grace and I, we’re the last of our kind. I know that would have meant something to them is all. My parents, I mean. And my sister. Uh…” Eulalie looked at Cyrus’s feet. “So…I just wanted to make sure you heard that. I hope it brings you closure.”

      “Thank you, Eulalie.” Cyrus took a deep breath and sighed, his body suddenly light. It was as if a massive weight had been lifted free, but he couldn’t be certain why. “I hope we get the opportunity to speak more often.”

      Eulalie didn’t respond at first, then nodded. “Yes,” she said. “That would be great. I, um, have to get back to work.”

      “Rat queen duties?” asked Cyrus.

      Eulalie didn’t respond as she hustled away. The door opened, and Callisto bolted outside, making it to the gazebo in time to snatch a third hot dog from Grace’s hands.

      “I knew it,” he said, turning his back on his sister. Grace tried to reach past him and steal his food. “You were going to eat them all without me!”

      “That was…odd.” Cyrus looked at Mike. “Is she always like that?”

      “A bit.” Mike looked at Death. “What do you think?”

      The grim reaper seemed lost in thought. Grace grabbed the poi cup out of his hands and tried to drink from it, her upper lip now stained the color of taro. When Callisto saw this, he begged her for a taste, but the little arachne scuttled up the side of the gazebo and now stood upside down above her brother. Cyrus laughed at their antics.

      The front door opened, and Tink waddled out. The goblin was so swollen with pregnancy that it absolutely seemed like her belly arrived before she did. She made a hissing sound in the back of her throat, and Grace immediately dropped down from the ceiling and landed in a crouch. The arachne offered the poi cup to Callisto, who made a face after drinking from it.

      “Bleh, I don’t like the texture.” Callisto smacked his lips, then handed the cup back to Death.

      “The texture is why I like it.” Death cradled the cup in his hand and watched while Tink washed off Grace’s face with a rag she pulled from her pocket. “A drink you can chew is its own novelty.”

      Cyrus smiled at the sight of Tink cleaning the arachne, of Callisto sneaking another hot dog off the tray, how Mike looked down at his goblin wife and children with a smile that ran deeper than the ocean. When Tink looked away from Grace, the arachne slid beneath Death’s robes, vanishing from sight, but not before grabbing the last hot dog off the table. Mike Radley’s family was a large, confusing mess, and Cyrus got to experience every part of it.

      This summer had been chock-full of adventures with the Radley children. They had gone on expeditions in the greenhouse, a late-night snack run that had somehow taken him to an underground Labyrinth under the house, and even a trip to a pocket world with a tower on top of an island.

      When he wasn’t with the children, he was usually with Mike, Death, or Jenny. Ever since that night in the facility, Cyrus had been able to see Jenny’s true form whenever she was about. From what he heard, her soul had been properly detached from her doll, allowed to roam free without having to possess someone else’s body. Based on a lengthy conversation with Death, Cecilia, and Sulyvahn, the consensus was that Jenny still had unfinished business. Somehow, either the witch Elizabeth hadn’t died, or there was a tie with her offspring, Laurel.

      No, not Laurel. Sarah. It was hard for him to accept that the troublesome mage had simply become host to another person. Mike believed Laurel had died properly, which was some solace. Still, a life cut off so early was always a shame.

      Tink was now crouched beneath Death, wrestling with a trio of legs as she tried to pull Grace free.

      “Stinky baby legs needs bath!” she declared. One of her braids had come undone, revealing long strands of gray that Cyrus had never noticed before.

      “No bath!”

      The edges of Death’s cloak billowed upward, revealing that Grace clung to the reaper’s bony legs. Her face was covered in ketchup and mustard, and there was hot dog bun bits in her hair.

      “Hey!” Tink kicked Death in the shin. “Bonehead do this on purpose, be like ghost!”

      “Who, me?” Death surveyed the scene beneath him and then sighed. “Very well.”

      The grim reaper went incorporeal, causing Grace to pass through him. The arachne gasped and grabbed at the floorboards, successfully peeling one of them up.

      “Nooooo!” she wailed, then let go of the floor to grab the railing. “No bath!”

      Cyrus laughed. It started deep in his belly and spread, filling the gazebo and causing the others to stop and look at him. He couldn’t help himself, and he cried tears of joy when the goblin shrieked in horror as the planking ripped free of the ground.

      It felt good here. It felt good to be home.

      A mournful song pierced the air, and everybody went still, then turned toward the front of the house. Mike made a face and put his hand on Tink’s shoulder.

      “No bath yet,” he said, then gave the goblin a knowing look.

      Tink looked at Grace, then back at Mike and nodded. She stepped back and held out her arms for the little arachne, who hopped into them. Callisto moved to his father’s side and clutched his hand.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Cyrus as he sat up in his seat. “What’s that sound?”

      “It is a song that is sung when one’s business is done.” Death set down his poi cup and looked at Mike. “It is time.”

      “Time for what?’ Confused, Cyrus stood and watched as Cecilia appeared, her hair billowing behind her in a breeze only she could feel. The banshee locked eyes with him, her sightless gaze taking him in as she sang. He didn’t know the words to the song but was chilled when he realized she was singing for him. Panic rose in his chest, and he took a step back and knocked the chair he had been sitting in away from him.

      “Cecilia, please.” Mike held up a hand, and the banshee went silent. “We need a minute. Can you get the others?”

      The banshee nodded, then vanished from sight.

      “What’s happening?” asked Cyrus, his heart pounding.

      “Walk with me, friend.” Mike looked at Grace, who was staring at Cecilia with rapt fascination. “Come on, kid. We’re going on a hike.”

      “I would like to come as well.” Death set down his poi cup. “Lead the way, Mike Radley.”

      They walked together, but Cyrus felt like the inside of his skin was itching. What was going on? Why had the banshee sung for him? He wasn’t dying! He felt fine!

      “I demand to know what’s going on.” Cyrus lifted his chin indignantly as he walked beside the others. They had formed into a line and were walking around the side of the house. The centaurs who toiled in the front yard were suddenly active, galloping toward a couple of portals that took them back to their village.

      “It’ll all make sense soon enough. There’s something we need to show you.” They were walking toward the greenhouse now, the door being held open by Abella. Cyrus had never had a chance to talk with her but had seen her watching the house from above many times.

      “Good luck,” she whispered, then bowed her head as they passed.

      They paused at the top of the cliffs for just a minute. Tink whispered something in Mike’s ears and then smacked him on the butt before going back to the house. The group walked down one of the paths, Mike mysteriously quiet for most of it. Death seemed very solemn as well. Cyrus tried to press them for answers, the incident with the banshee already fading toward the back of his mind as if it had never happened.

      Callisto walked next to Cyrus, a determined look on his face. Grace took up a position on the other side but stopped at least twice to snatch up a bug and eat it.

      He lost track of time and then came to when they stopped in front of a small garden by the edge of the centaur village. It was surrounded by a low wrought-iron fence and contained dozens of species of flowers. In the center was a gray marble obelisk roughly four feet tall.

      “What is this?” he asked, looking to Mike for answers. “And why did we walk all this way? We could have taken the shortcut from the front yard.”

      “We could have,” Mike admitted. “But I wanted to give the others a chance to get here first and say goodbye.”

      Cyrus turned to see that most of the denizens of the Radley home stood behind them, their eyes fixed on the strange obelisk. Jenny hovered behind them, her head rotating so her face was upside down. Ratu stood next to Beth, who was in front of Asterion. Bigfoot was there too, though Cyrus had never spoken to the guy. In front of them all, Zel stood with her hands tightly clasped before her. Cecilia and Sulyvahn stood on either side of her, their heads bowed.

      “Is this some kind of joke?” Cyrus shook his head in disbelief. “This isn’t funny, Mike.”

      “It never has been.” There was pain in Mike’s eyes as he leaned over the fence and flicked his fingers at the obelisk. The smooth surface of the obelisk rippled to reveal dark words carved into the marble, having been hidden by an illusion spell.

      Papa Cyrus

      Beneath it was the year of his birth followed by the current year. Cyrus staggered back, his hand going to his chest.

      “This is a dream,” he said. “No, a nightmare.”

      A firm hand closed around his, and he looked up to see Lily. There was anger in her eyes, along with sadness.

      “This isn’t a dream,” she said. “Not this time.”

      “But…why? How?”

      “It happened the night you rescued my children.” Mike stared ahead, his jaw set in determination. “I didn’t realize it at first, but I did before we left the forest. You were killed while protecting Grace.”

      “That’s simply not possible. If I was dead, that would make me a spirit, a ghost!” Cyrus looked at Lily. “You can see me!”

      “I’m a succubus. Of course I can see you.” Lily didn’t even roll her eyes at him when she said that. This scared him more than anything else.

      “But you, Mike, you can…what about…” Cyrus turned to Death, then Reggie. He started to hyperventilate as the memories of the last few months came back to him. It was weird that Dana hadn’t spoken with him once, and the others had seemed evasive, but it hadn’t bothered him in the slightest. He had been happy enough just feeling accepted.

      “The children!” He looked down at Grace, then over to Callisto. “If I’m dead, how can they see me?”

      “When my son was little, he was terrified of me.” Mike smiled weakly at his son. “We thought it was because I was a human and that he was scared of what was different. Later on, we figured out that he was scared because he can see souls. Mine is apparently very intimidating.”

      Callisto nodded, then looked at Cyrus. “He’s shiny in all the wrong places.”

      “No, this can’t be, I…” Cyrus looked at the obelisk and clutched the collar of his coat. It suddenly occurred to him that his coat had been burned up in the fight with Laurel. If so, where had this one come from? He studied the material in awe, hoping it would reveal its secrets.

      “Steady, friend.” A bony hand settled on Cyrus’s shoulder. “Acceptance is the final stage of grief.”

      “But I’ve been here this whole time, I…” Cyrus looked at the others, then down at his own hands. Had he been here this whole time? Ever since he had come home with Mike, he had never left the house. It only now occurred to him that he couldn’t remember which room was his, or sitting down for a proper meal. There were huge gaps in his memory that didn’t make sense, gaps that only now had come to light.

      “Oh gods.” Cyrus stared at the others. “They can’t even see me, can they?”

      “I can see you.” Jenny laughed and then started messing with Zel’s hair. The centaur didn’t react. “Because you’re like me, silly.”

      “Most of them can’t.” Mike looked over at Grace. “She couldn’t hear you for the first month or so, but she learned.”

      “Why do this, then? Why keep it a secret from me?”

      “Because Jenny said we should.” Mike looked at the hovering specter. “You probably would have found out at some point. The reason you remained behind was because you had unfinished business. Cecilia and Suly both agreed that due to your traumatic death, there was a chance you may become a tormented soul if you found out before that business was resolved. So we agreed as a family to do our best to help you finish it.”

      “I didn’t have unfinished business though, I…I…” Cyrus thought back to the strange conversation with Eulalie. She had given him the forgiveness he had long wanted but never had the courage to ask for. Mike had given him a proper family, a place where he could feel happy.

      Somebody sniffled. Cyrus turned to see that it was Lily. Was the succubus actually crying because of him?

      “You deserve your rest, Master Cyrus.” Death gestured at the people gathered. “It’s not often you get a chance to attend your own funeral and say goodbye to your family and friends.”

      Cyrus wanted to be angry, to lash out. The impulse rose within him, threatening to devour him from within, but the bitter desire melted away as his eyes settled on the children, both of them watching him with glistening eyes. That strange sensation of light filled him once more, and he recognized it for what it actually was.

      Love. He had found people he loved who had loved him in return.

      “You were this close just now, magic man.” Jenny pinched her fingers together and giggled. “There isn’t room for two angry spirits in this home. We would have had a fight.”

      “I…suppose there isn’t.” Cyrus shook his head and looked at the obelisk. “I’m under there, aren’t I?”

      “You are not.” Death’s eye lights burned brightly. “We could not find your body after the fire. This is not your tomb, Master Cyrus, but rather your memorial.”

      “I wanted it put here,” said Zel, clearly reacting to Death’s words. “So my people could see it every day. So I could see it every day and be reminded of the man who saved my son.”

      “This ghost business still doesn’t make much sense, then, does it? Even if I had unfinished business, my body isn’t nearby. If I burned up completely, I doubt one of my belongings is under there. Therefore, there would be nothing left for my spirit to latch onto. How could I even manifest here, hmm?” It was one final denial, spoken in desperation. The darkness called to Cyrus, coaxing him to lash out.

      Mike cleared his throat and gestured at Grace. “Show him.”

      Grace grinned up at Cyrus, showing him all her teeth. She pulled the dog tags from inside her dress and held them up proudly. “Papa Cyrus,” she declared.

      “Flip them over,” Mike whispered.

      The arachne obeyed, the dog tags sparkling beneath the light of the sun. On the back of one of the tags was a single bloody fingerprint that had been sealed in place with a layer of clear nail polish. “Papa Cyrus,” she repeated, pointing at the print.

      “Oh.” It was all he could say, all the pieces falling into place. His last link to this world was a bit of blood left behind. “I see.”

      “It’s why she has stopped taking baths,” Death declared. “She is afraid that you would wash away somehow.” The reaper narrowed his sockets at Grace. “Or so she claims.”

      Cyrus chuckled, then wiped away a tear of his own. He contemplated the droplet on his finger and watched it vanish. After all, it wasn’t really there. Shaking his head, he knelt and patted Grace on the head.

      “No man left behind,” she said.

      “That’s right, child.” Cyrus briefly placed his forehead against hers. He knew better than most the danger of a spirit staying behind past their time. His was up. Even now, he could feel that same bitter rage threatening to rise up and consume him. Was this what had driven Jenny mad? He certainly didn’t want to find out. “It’s time for me to go, okay?”

      The arachne nodded solemnly. “Fucking hell,” she whispered.

      He looked over at Callisto and held out his hand. The centaur approached, then took it.

      “You two look after them, okay?” He gestured over his shoulder. “And each other. Always. Like a Knight and a mage.”

      “My mom won’t let me have a sword,” Callisto replied.

      “Ask her when you’re older.” He grabbed both children and hugged them one last time. “And Grace? You need a bath. I can actually smell you.”

      The arachne hissed in resignation, and Cyrus let her go. When he stood, Mike threw his arms around the man and squeezed.

      “You’re the reason we’re all still here,” Mike said, his voice shaking. “Thank you.”

      Cyrus nodded, then gently pushed the young man away. He turned to look at the assembly of magical beings, creatures he once would have hunted. Many of them were quietly shedding tears now.

      “It was my pleasure. Um…” He looked at Cecilia and nodded, doing his best to maintain his composure. Madness was already pulling at him. Was this how it was for all spirits? What caused it? He shoved the questions from his mind, determined to take the next step. “I guess I’m ready to go now.”

      The banshee nodded and started singing.

      “She only sings that song for family, you know.” Death moved next to Cyrus, and they watched as a portal appeared behind the banshee.

      “Yeah, I know.” Cyrus looked at the Radley family one last time. Callisto had moved to his mother’s side, his fierce eyes on Cyrus. Grace stood next to Mike, her eternal stare watching with curiosity. “Don’t forget to blink, kid.”

      Grace blinked exactly once. Cyrus felt pulled toward the portal and took his first step toward eternity, only to be blocked by Lily. The succubus hugged him fiercely, her arms wrapped around his shoulders and mascara running down her cheeks.

      “I hope you get laid in the afterlife,” she said, rubbing at her tearstained cheeks with a thumb. “You old bastard.”

      “Temptress.” Cyrus pushed her away and smiled. “Thank you. For everything.”

      “Fuck you for making me feel this way.” Lily wiped at her eyes and stepped back. The others were waving now, some of them shouting goodbye. Cyrus gave them all a wave, then looked at the children one more time. He turned toward the portal and took a deep breath.

      “I’m just hoping it won’t be hot where I’m going.” Cyrus chuckled at his own grim humor and took another step toward Cecilia. This time, his foot hovered an inch above the ground when he did so. He felt lighter than ever, his body unraveling along the edges as if he was made of mist.

      “It won’t be.” Cecilia took Cyrus by the hand. Her skin was soft to the touch. “It’s the shores of eternity for you.”

      “What happens there?” he asked.

      “Someone will come for you.” The banshee smiled, then opened her mouth and sang. It was a song of grief and mourning, but there was something else in that melody for Cyrus. It promised peace everlasting.

      And so she sang for him as they walked together, time stretching until it snapped free of its tethers. They stood together on a beach of sand that glittered like diamonds overlooking an ocean made of stars. Cyrus cried at the sight of colors he had never seen before.

      “You know…you can be whatever version of yourself you want here.” Cecilia gave him a motherly hug and then touched the wrinkles on his face. “You could be young again.”

      “I suppose,” he said, then smiled. “I think I’ll wear this face for a bit, still… It’s the one I’m the most proud of.”

      The banshee sang for him as she left, turning into a ball of light and then disappearing. He stood on the edge of eternity, gazing out at those blazing lights and wondering what they meant.

      Cyrus waited. It could have been hours, days, maybe even years. Time didn’t exist in this place, not in a way that made sense to his mortal mind, anyway. Though the view was perfect in every fashion, one thing was abundantly clear.

      “I guess nobody came for me after all.” Honestly, who would have? The only people in the world who cared about him had been left behind. He looked out at the ocean, half expecting to see a small boat paddling his way. Even if Charon arrived, it wasn’t like Cyrus had a coin to pay for safe passage.

      “I was just letting you admire the view is all,” said a man’s voice from behind him.

      Cyrus held perfectly still, afraid to turn and look at the speaker. He clenched his fingers, fearing what he might see if he did turn around. The newcomer chuckled and put a hand on Cyrus’s shoulder.

      “I’ll stand here as long as you want, buddy. We’ve got plenty of time, you know.” The figure moved to stand next to Cyrus, his hands in his pockets. He wore a brown leather jacket and jeans, though stood barefoot in the sand. The lapels of his jacket were far enough apart that his dog tags caught the light, scattering it into different colors. “All the time in the world.”

      “But why you?” asked Cyrus, his throat suddenly dry.

      “Because you’re family.” Darren cocked his head and held up a six-pack of beer. He ripped a can from the ring and tossed it to Cyrus, who caught it.

      Cyrus didn’t know what to say. Gazing out at eternity, he cracked open his beer and took a sip. It was unlike anything he had ever experienced. When he looked up at Darren, the man he had hunted so many decades ago, he saw no anger, no maliciousness. It felt like he was looking into the eyes of a brother he’d never known he had. Darren radiated a sense of belonging that Cyrus had never experienced before.

      “What happens next?” Cyrus asked, suddenly no longer afraid of the answer.

      “Well, that’s up to you. You’ve got a lot of freedom where we’re headed.” Darren opened his own beer. “But if you don’t mind dropping by the ol’ homestead, there’re a few people there who would love to hear all about Grace.”

      Cyrus took another sip of his beer and smiled. Maybe eternity wouldn’t be so bad after all.

      “Let’s not keep them waiting.”
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        * * *

      

      The Queen of the Fae tapped her fingertips on the edge of her throne, one set of arms crossed over her chest with impatience. The court was packed, even more so than when Mike had come to challenge her for the return of Cecilia to his property. The mutterings of the Seelie and Unseelie alike filled the giant space, but there were still faces missing among them.

      It had been almost a day now. While that was the blink of an eye to an immortal creature, it didn’t magically make them patient. If the Seers themselves had not called for this emergency session, she would have disbanded it already. Her gaze swept across those in attendance. Several challenging stares met her own. The Fae Courts had become unstable of late. She was well aware of discontent among their ranks, and how much of that was focused on her.

      Ever since Mike Radley had bested her in the Dreamscape, there had been a few who called for her resignation, or even her head. Those voices had been silenced almost immediately by her hand, but the rumblings of dissent remained. They no longer believed that she could rule, and many thought she would abandon them just as their King had.

      They had no idea the depths she had gone to in order to preserve their way of life. While she was their Queen, she also had wants and needs of her own. Right now, all she wanted to do was slip her consciousness into the Caretaker’s Dreamscape and watch the tide roll in on the shores of his soul.

      Several hours passed before everyone important was accounted for. The Seers did not delay their entrance. The group walked or hovered, depending on their current biology, and they traversed the space until they stood before the Queen. They knelt, bowed, or paid homage in their own way, then rose and formed into a circle that they may speak to everyone at once.

      “We are gathered,” said the Faerie Queen, her patience at an end. Usually, she gave a speech about the Seers in order to remind everyone of their importance. Today? She just wanted to get it done and over with. “Speak, that we may hear you.”

      “Your Majesty.” They all spoke with one voice, amplified magically. This was an old tradition. If one Seer had a vision of the future, they all spoke as one so that nobody could know where it originated. That way, if the vision was not to somebody’s liking, or if it never came to pass, the Seer would be safe from retribution. “We have seen something.”

      “Go on,” said the Queen. She ignored the rumblings of the court.

      “Our way of life is in peril,” they said. “On the horizons of time, we have spotted the harbinger of great change. Should this vision come to pass, there shall be none unaffected.”

      “Continue,” she said, then leaned back. The Seers had a rather nasty performative streak, and she was forced to endure it now as they spoke as one. They spoke of doom and despair in the sing-song way of the Fae. The Queen listened quietly, noting that the Seers had not been this worked up since the asteroid that had killed the dinosaurs. They had been convinced that it would destroy Earth entirely, cutting them off from the mortal realm.

      After nearly an hour of pontificating about the potential ramifications of a vision they had yet to explain, the Fae Court were gnashing their teeth, eager for blood. It was clear to them that something was coming, and the Seers had convinced them they needed to DO something.

      The Queen sat up as the Seers grew quiet. Now that they had everyone’s complete buy-in, they could get to the point. Prophecies were a tough beast to tackle, which is why the Seers needed to work everyone into a frenzy. If not for all the times they had saved the realm from disaster, she would have executed them long ago.

      The silence lasted for several minutes, causing the Seelie and Unseelie to shout questions. They rarely worked together in such numbers, and the Queen noticed a couple of the Seers hiding smirks of their owns. The entire Court was eating out of the palm of their hands.

      “Speak!” This came from a tall figure cloaked in shadows. The Queen frowned. He was an Unseelie Prince, and she knew perfectly well that he had others call him a king where she couldn’t hear it. His dark ambitions usually kept him from the court, even when all were called. “Tell us what we must hear! What is this harbinger that will take our way of life from us?”

      The Queen sat forward, recognizing immediately that this was also part of the performance. A trap had been laid, a snare set.

      “It is not a what, but a who.” The Seers stared menacingly into the crowd of nobility. “The danger that comes for us in none other than a mortal man.”

      “What is his name?” This came from one of the Seelie, a beautiful woman with moss for hair. A Princess, in fact. “Say it that we may protect our people.”

      A trap from both sides, then. What poor fool had gathered their ire?

      “His name is Mike Radley,” they said. “He is known to all as the Caretaker.”

      The court erupted, demanding his blood. The Queen raised an eyebrow, but otherwise hid her feelings. She certainly hadn’t expected this. Not at all.
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            ALSO BY ANNABELLE HAWTHORNE

          

        

      

    

    
      Stories in the Horny Monsters Series (Chronological)

      The Last of Her Kind

      Radley’s Home for Horny Monsters

      Radley’s Labyrinth for Horny Monsters

      Radley’s Wardrobe for Horny Monsters

      Dead and Horny

      Radley’s Underworld for Horny Monsters

      Radley’s Apocalypse for Horny Monsters

      Radley’s Christmas for Horny Monsters

      

      Other Series

      Master Class: A Slice of Life LitRPG Harem (w/ Virgil Knightley)

      Succubus Summoner (w/ Virgil Knightley)

      The Halls of Magic (w/ M.E. Thorne)

      Fertile Valley (w/ Virgil Knightley)
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